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l| Edge readers will have rich experience of 
A Japanese games and their ability to deliver a 
surprise. In many cases, in fact, these things, even 

if they're tiny touches that appear only fleetingly and to no 
great consequence, come to form our defining impressions 
of games that dare to tread off of the path of logic. 
Whether it's a character, cutscene or plot twist that's as mad 
as a balloon, we all have favourite elements from such titles 
that, were we bearded old soaks in Hollywood movies of 
yesteryear, would make us hoist our bottles of booze up to 
eye level and stare, wide-eyed and accusingly, at their 
contents. As time passes and the weight pivots further on 
to the 'industry' part of the term 'videogame industry', 
however, there's a danger that such content will only 
become sanitised, that personality will be smoothed over 
in the bid for popularity, that homogenisation will do for 
gaming what it has for other creative pursuits. It is frankly 
a source of concern when the makers of something as 
wilfully vivid as Viewtiful Joe talk about how they are 
adapting their creative ideals in order that their games may 
appeal to the widest international market possible. 

But then this same group of people announce that their 
first game under their new PlatinumGames label will be 
called MadWorld, that its hero runs around with an 
extendable chainsaw blade on his arm, and that he rips 
warning signs out of the road and violently stoves the 
pointy ends into his enemies' eyes, and your concerns begin 
to melt away a little. We talk to PlatinumGames’ founders 
about MadWorld and the company's other upcoming 
projects on page 58. We don't discover precisely why the 
game on this issue's cover features popular British high- 
street bicycle retailer Halfords in its defiantly black-and- 
white world, and, to be honest, we're not sure we want to 
know why it's there anyway. We don't want it all to add up. 
We want to hold on to those surprises. Because the 
alternative, of course, is more templated firstperson 
shooters and more brown packing crates. x 
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In Assassin's Creed, 
Ubisoft used 
Autodesk? 3ds Max? 
software to create 

a hero character so 
real you can almost 
feel the coarseness 
of his tunic. 
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ANIMATE 
Autodesk? 
MotionBuilder™ 
software enabled 
the assassin to 
fluidly jump 
from rooftops to 
cobblestone 


streets with ease. 


| 
| 


HOW UBISOFT GAVE 
AN ASSASSIN HIS SOUL. 
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Using Autodesk® 
HumanlK? middle- 


ware, Ubisoft 
grounded the 
assassin in his 
12!" century boots 
and his run-time 
environment. 
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Power to the PC 


PC gaming isn't dead - it's just changing. We talk 
to Nvidia about the part it's playing in the evolution 


| rysis was meant to do a lot of things for 
C PC gaming. It was meant to spur a great 
technical leap forward for graphical fidelity 
in videogames. It was a principal figurehead for 
Microsoft's Games For Windows platform. It would 
prove that it was on the PC that the greatest 
examples of game design pushing at the 
boundaries of technology were happening. But in 
April, Crytek president Cevat Yerli pronounced that 
his company would no longer produce games 
exclusively for the format because of the high levels 
of piracy the game has experienced since its release 
last November. EA CEO John Riccitiello has 
recently voiced similar concerns, saying during ЕА 
earnings conference call in May: “1 certainly 
recognise that the box side of PC is soft. It's been 
soft for some time. Frankly, if it were not for The 


"A successful console game will sell anything 
between three and seven million copies. 

A successful PC game will sell one to three 
million, but it will be more profitable" 


Sims and World Of WarCraft PC box sales, it'd be 
a pretty dismal sector." 

Crytek has joined many other developers that 
once famously produced games solely for PC but 
have now begun to also make them for consoles. 
195 next engine, id Tech 5, is designed to make the 
production of multiformat games simple, and its 
next game, Rage, will be released for PC, Mac, PS3 
and 360. Unreal Engine was once primarily 
developed for PC games, but UE3 is designed for 
PC, PS3 and 360, and Epic's technical director Tim 
Sweeney has suggested that the engine's 
continuing development is now tied to the console 
cycle. BioShock was Irrational's (now 2K Boston) 
first multiformat title and almost certainly not its 
last, while Ubisoft Montreal's Far Cry 2 will be 
released on PC, PS3 and 360. 

Now, the mass console market will dictate the 
biggest games that will appear on PC, news that 
makes PC gaming, once a format that defined new 


Criterion's port of Burnout 
Paradise: the current state 
of the art in PC gaming 


genres, look as if it's on its last legs. But to 

Roy Taylor, Nvidia's VP of content business 
development, it does nothing of the sort. "PC 
gamers have nothing to fear from consoles. In fact 
they've a lot to be excited about," he says. "PC 
gaming only has good things coming in the future, 
but things are changing." Taylor says that it no 
longer makes financial sense to develop solely for 
PC, though he's careful not to mention piracy. "A 
successful console game will sell anything between 
three and seven million copies. A successful PC 
game will sell one to three million; But from a 
profitability point of view, that PC version is worth 
more than the console ones, mainly because of 
[console] royalty issues." Publishers can therefore 
maximise their returns on the increasing costs of 
game production with multiformat releases. 

Taylor has every reason to 
support the PC cause, of course. 
Nvidia has come to rule the PC 
video card industry, with the 
March Steam hardware survey 
having reported that 62 per 
cent of its members have some 
form of the company's hardware installed. And 
he's currently looking to develop that lead by 
underlining its moves into handing over А! and 
physics computation to its cards' GPUs, and even 
challenge the perceived importance of the CPU in 
computer systems while he's doing it. 

Of course, this means that the new technical 
benchmark for PC gaming is no longer based on 
the constant iteration of new advances that the PC 
industry has always enjoyed in CPU, memory and 
graphics. Instead, it's on the slow, eight-year cycle 
of the console, with game design tied to the power 
of that hardware, meaning that the days of 
technological auteurs like John Carmack building 
new generations of games through new technical 
breakthroughs are over. But, to Taylor, this isn't a 
problem — PC games have always been tied to 
supporting minimum specs from several 
generations past, a situation that in its worst 
cases can mean ruining a game by dropping its 


; 
"VI 
Roy Taylor is VP of content relations 
at Nvidia, which means he acts as an 
interface between game developers and 
the company, encouraging and helping 
them use Nvidia technology efficiently 


Clockwise from right: Mass Effect's PC 
conversion sports a new HUD and was 
recently the subject of controversy over 
its proposed anti-piracy system; Crysis by 
Crytek has sold over a million copies, but 
has been extensively pirated; Assassin's 
Creed PC features four new mission types 


graphical detail levels for a 
lower-specced PC. “| use this 
analogy that the bush doesn't 
exist — if you've got this enemy 
who's hiding behind a bush that 
a high-end computer can draw 
and a low-end can't, then the 
low-end isn't hiding the 
enemy," he says. The existence 
of consoles as the benchmark 
means that games are designed 
robustly for their lower 
specifications, meaning the 

PC versions can only improve 


upon them. 


What Taylor claims will come are PC 
versions of games that are qualitatively better than 
their console counterparts. At the very least, a 
reasonably specced PC will be able to display 
games at a higher resolution than consoles, though 
most such releases feature the same art assets as 
the console version, so they don't take advantage 


“We can use the GPU to gain 20 times the 
performance. If you blow up a building into 
1,000 pieces on a console or PC with the CPU, 
PhysX on the GPU could blow it into 20,000" 


of most gaming PCs' greater video memory. The 
release of the PC version of Gears Of War, though 
a full year after the 360 original, offers five extra 
singleplayer chapters, and the PC release of 
Assassin's Creed, five months after the console 
version, features four new mission types. Whether 
developers and publishers will see enough 
economic return in playing to PCs' strengths while 
releasing the PC versions closer or simultaneously 
with their console counterparts remains to be seen 
One area of PC gaming that Nvidia is currently 
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aggressively pursuing is physics, having bought 
Ageia, creator of the PhysX engine and dedicated 
physical processing chip, in February. GPUs like 
those made by Nvidia process physics calculations 
more efficiently than CPUs because they're specially 
designed for parallel computation, which allows 
many calculations to be made at once. "We 
bought the PhysX API to help developers to put 
physics into the game using the GPU," Taylor says. 
"Obviously that sells hardware, but it's justified if 
it's a fun experience. If you look where we're at 
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There are many that argue that the real future of PC gaming will 
be accessed through the web browser, rather than discrete boxed 
or downloaded games. GarageGames' InstantAction already 
offers full 3D multiplayer played through it, and Kongregrate 

has proven a successful destination for Flash-based gaming 


with physics today, we can accelerate with the GPU 
and gain 20 times the performance with particles. 
That means that if you blow up a building into 
1,000 pieces on a console or PC with the CPU, 
PhysX on the GPU could blow it into 20,000." 

Wouldn't graphics processing therefore take a 
hit? "If we've got the baseline graphics at a point 
where people say that it's good enough, then по,” 
claims Taylor. "I think we're getting to a point 
where baseline graphics are somewhere around 
Crysis and that's pretty damn good. What we need 
is not more photorealism, but more going on." 
And that's not something that you hear video card 
producers say every day: 12 major games will 
reportedly run using PhysX on the GPU at 
Christmas this year. The next move is into Al, which 
also works efficiently on the GPU, and is a process 
that goes hand in hand with physics, with NPCs 
having to deal with the massively emergent 
environments that physics can bring. 

Naturally, this all brings great pressure to bear 
on game designers. If they're to follow Taylor's 
model, they must design a game for consoles, 
which can perhaps deal with buildings blowing into 
1,000 pieces and ten NPCs, which could scale up 
to a PC processing 20,000-part explosions and 100 
NPCs. Surely the difference would produce two 
different games? "That would depend on the 
degree to which your main character interfaces 


with them, and yes, it would take some careful 
crafting, but it doesn't have to mean two different 
games or builds," he suggests. "Helping and 
understanding how we manage that scalability — 
that's the challenge that we intend to help solve." 

The obvious upshot of pushing computationally 
intensive processes on to GPUs is that Nvidia is 
effectively stealing the focus from CPUs. Indeed, 
Taylor wrote an entry on a blog he ran on Nvidia's 
website (which was then removed and the blog 
suspended) which claimed that needing top-end 
systems to play DX10 games is a fallacy. "Our 
argument is that, look, spend a little less on the 
CPU - it's not that the CPU doesn't matter, but 
it doesn't have to be quad core — and spend more 
on the GPU and you'll get a great gaming 
experience," he explains. It's a policy that sends 
Nvidia, once a peripheral manufacturer, into direct 
competition with the likes of Intel and AMD for 
the hearts and minds of dedicated PC gamers. 

But Nvidia still has a long way to go until 
powerful GPUs are seen as standard PC parts for 
the mass market. Taylor looks hopefully to browser 
plugins like PicLens, which allows YouTube and 
image galleries to be viewed and sorted in 3D, and 
the popularity of iTunes' CoverFlow '3D' album 
cover browser, as evidence that mainstream PC 
users are beginning to see 3D as a practical 
alternative to standard ways of viewing and 


Nvidia intends to overhaul 
its product naming scheme 


One of the serious barriers to 
Nvidia's products (and, indeed, 
those of its rival ATI's) being more 
accepted by PC owners who 
aren't heavily into gaming is 

the way that they're presented. 
Did you know, for example, that 
despite the model numbers 
suggesting otherwise, a 9600 GT 
is actually a less powerful card 
than an 8800 GT? It's a situation 
Nvidia is beginning to address. 
“If we look at the installed 

base of GeForce and our 
knowledgeable users 1 

think they understand them 
very well, and 1 can justify 

that with our sales success," 
says Taylor. "However, if we 
want to expand outside of that 
we do have to simplify it, and it's 
something that we're looking at 
and thinking about a lot at the 
moment. We're working on it. 
We have to make it easier." 


interacting with data. And, indeed, Nvidia has 
created a new senior role dedicated to non-gaming 
applications for its products. "Where it's gratuitous, 
3D can be irritating — 3D where it's solving a 
problem is fantastic and is the future," says Taylor. 
And with piracy causing such problems in PC 
gaming, perhaps the mainstream is Nvidia's future, 
too. PC gaming isn't dead, but with the format 
finally having conceded to consoles the lead it once 
had, the companies that once relied on it are 
wise in broadening their horizons. x 


GeForce 9, released in February, is 
Nvidia's latest desktop range. Models 
so far are revisions of 8-series products | 


Newswire 


him, after years o lying in the top ten, - 
named as the richest man in Japan: Yamauchi's 
net worth has jumped around $3 billion (£1.52bn) 
over the past year to $7.8 billion (£3.95bn). It's 
the result, of course, of his owning an enormous 
chunk of Nintendo stock, which over the past 
year has enjoyed a continued rise. 
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Toki Tori was originally released 
on Game Boy Colour. It will be 
interesting to see how many 
"forgotten' games are revamped 
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WiiWare now WiiHere 


Nintendo's latest Wii initiative arrives with mixed messages and no 
significant marketing spend (but at least one game worth having) 


| onsidering it's the house of Mario, 

C Nintendo of Europe's HQ, situated a 
lengthy cab journey outside of Frankfurt, 
is about as far removed from Willy Wonka's 
Chocolate Factory as possible. A grey office 
building with old framed adverts lining the 
walls, packages clutter the reception area, and 
demo pods (switched off) cut forlorn figures. 

A plastic Mario sits on top of the mail shelves at 
reception, the only concession to the fact that 
this is a place where, well, you think characters 
are kind of important. 

On the other hand, established brands are 
exactly what we're not here to see. At the time 
of going to press, WiiWare is about to make its 
debut on European shores, and to celebrate, NOE 
has invited a bunch of journalists to sample the 
first batch of titles. The philosophy behind 
WiiWare runs that developers are responsible for 
their own product (with Nintendo providing only 
the platform and some rudimentary technical 
approval), and are able to take advantage of a 
distribution channel that cuts out middlemen as 
well as obviously removing the need for costly 
physical inventories (just as is the case with Xbox 


Live Arcade and PlayStation Network, of course). 
It should, Nintendo's theory goes, lead to more 
creative and risky game concepts finding their 
way to the Wii userbase. 

In reality, many of the launch titles fail to 
throw up any considerable innovation. Dr Mario 
& Germ Buster is a reheated mashup; TV Show 
King is a Buzz-alike party quiz; Toki Tori has been 
seen before on Game Boy Colour; and Star Soldier 
R is a version of a bonus mode included in an 
older game. Final Fantasy Crystal Chronicles: My 
Life As A King may be a new idea for the Final 
Fantasy series, but it's one that has been explored 
by other small-scale town builders. Nintendo 
counters simply that it will take developers a while 
to get to grips with what the new service offers, 
and points to the time it took for thirdparty 
developers to get a handle on the DS and Wii 
interfaces. It would be a fair point, except we're 
talking about a platform and interface that has 
become firmly established, and with titles like 
Bomberman on the horizon it looks like the 
offerings on WiiWare will, for the foreseeable 
future, feature a good deal of familiar material. 
A certain amount of ports and shovelware are 
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DR MARIO & GERM BUSTER 
Germ Buster turns up to add a welcome waggle to 
the package, but unfortunately Dr Mario's no Tetris 


POP STAR SOLDIER R 
The launch title that's most like a Flash game. Good 
fun, and likely to inspire lots more simple distractions 


TV Show King has a few familiar moments to make the family 
feel at home, and nothing beats watching your Mii spin the wheel 


inevitable, of course, but the low barrier to 
entry (a developer has only to be a Nintendo 
licensee in order to publish WiiWare titles; it 
does not need to acquire a specific publishing 
agreement for each game) will no doubt make it 
tempting to bang out rehashes with the aim of 
generating some easy cash. 

There are aspects to the WiiWare picture that 
should be of concern not only to consumers but 
developers, too. First, Nintendo will not be 


Nintendo will not be concentrating 

any significant marketing spend on the 
service — journalists were told that it was 
their job to spread the word about titles 


concentrating any significant marketing spend 
on the service – journalists attending Nintendo's 
preview event were told that it was their job to 
spread the word about WiiWare titles via reviews 
and other coverage. 

Second, there is no dedicated WiiWare channel 
in the Wii menu, and titles are purchased via the 
familiar Virtual Console interface, which doesn't 
stand up well next to, say, XBLA's — beyond a 
‘popular titles’ category, WiiWare has no room for 
а ‘game of the week’ or other nudges to the 
customer. The upcoming Nintendo Channel may 
address this, but if the WiiWare trickle turns to a 
flood, it's easy to imagine original, unfamiliar IP, 


FINAL FANTASY CRYSTAL CHRONICLES: MLAAK 
MLAAK? My Life As A King. Build a city, hoard piles 
of cash, attract heroes, and bolster it all with DLC 


1,562,500 
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Hudson Soft shows off its considerable old-school 
cred with this familiarly themed score-attack shooter 


LOSTWINDS 


Toki Tori 


released without any fanfare or promotion, 
getting somewhat lost in the pipe. 

The third point concerns Nintendos claim to 
be completely hands-off — allowing developers 
to independently choose what content their games 
will feature, and where they will be released, etc — 
because a company working on WiiWare tells us 
that it was 'encouraged' by Nintendo to prepare its 
game for the respective worldwide launches of the 
service. Because of the structure of the initiative, 
WiiWare developers are wholly responsible for 
having their titles rated, translated and legally 
checked for each of these regions, so such 
encouragement naturally adds pressure to the 
process of bringing a game to market. 


As is always the case with Nintendo's press 
events nowadays, the dirty word 'casual' was 
raised only to be dismissed in favour of a 
distinction between gamers and non-gamers. 
Playing these semantic games is fine, but when a 
pertinent question about the limited Wii system 
memory was raised, Laurent Fischer, managing 
director of marketing at NOE, easily slipped into 
talking about how "geeks and otaku" were 
the only people who would 
want this issue addressed. This 
is oversimplifying something 
that will only become 
increasingly important as 
Wii developers explore the 
console’s online service, 
whether through WiiWare or DLC, and is of 
concern to not only a niche section of the 
market that wants to buy into that content. 
Clearly there are many good things to be 
said about WiiWare, not only that it has already 
delivered something exceptional in the form of 
LostWinds (see p95), which Nintendo will surely 
hope proves as inspiration to the worldwide dev 
community. But the company needs to be clearer 
about its hands-on involvement with and support 
for the service. Right now, and in stark contrast 
to the clear strategies it has in place for its DS 


and Wii hardware, it is sending out some t2 


very mixed messages. 


Frontier's windy platformer has become something of 
a WiiWare standard-bearer: our review's on page 95 


A surprisingly tough 80 levels that are more logic 
puzzle than platformer, with some cute side-features 


PIRATES: THE KEY OF DREAMS 
A rather by-the-numbers mix of sailing and shooting, 
with a piratical flavour. Not a lot to treasure here 


TV SHOW KING 
French developer Gameloft out-Buzzes Buzz with 
3,000 questions, Mii support and a low, low price 
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Pricing will be flexible, NIntendo claims, although developers we asked were hesitant 
to say anything about who actually decides that detail. No prizes for guessing, though. 
Final Fantasy CC: MLAAK has the pricetag to match its title: a whopping 1,500 Wii Points 


INTERVIEW 


The curiosities 
of the colossus 


Legendary designer Fumito Ueda reveals 
the peculiar practices that gave birth to Ico 


here are few developers in the industry 
T| who can match Fumito Ueda' reputation 

as an auteur. His games (/co and its sort of 
sequel Shadow Of The Colossus) rank among the 
highest critical successes of all time. We spoke to 
Ueda before he went on stage at the Nordic Game 
conference, where attendees were given a rare 
opportunity to listen to him discuss his own games 
and how he went about creating them. It should 
come as little surprise, perhaps, that his methods 
are rather idiosyncratic. 

In fact, in our somewhat erratically translated 
discussion with Ueda it became clear that his 
objectives for those games did not always readily 
match what they are commonly thought to 


WEBSITE OF THE MONTH 


While the indie gaming scene has gradually found 
increasing support through the likes of aggregator 
sites such as Kongregate and communities such 

as The Independent Gaming Source, small, 
experimental games made by Japanese developers 
have struggled to find a western audience – mostly 
because few can figure out the controls. But a 
Japanese indie developer called Dong has come to 
our rescue with the EngRish Games blog. "This site 
aims to solve the 'bafflegab problem' on Japanese 
indie games," says Dong. “I'll try to translate games 
for English speakers. I'm not good at English, if you 
can better translation, please help me!" 

Many of the games only need an explanation as 
to which button is 'fire', but Dong's demystification 
gives gamers access to a slew of indie ingenuity that 
would have otherwise remained impenetrable. 


Site: 

EngRish Games 

URL: 
engrishgames.blogspot.com 
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achieve. It may just be modesty, but Ueda suggests 
that many of the themes that players have inferred 
from his games were largely unintended - the ideas 
of love, devotion and loss that seem to consistently 
underpin /co and Shadow Of The Colossus are all 
happy accidents, apparently. 

"One thing | don't want my products to be is a 
time-killer," he says. “1 always want my games to 
be something that would inspire. But you picked 
up on devotion and love? | did not have a specific 
message for it." Ueda also claims to be surprised 
by the reception of his characters. The emotional 
connection that players made with the few allies 
that populate the bleak, lonely worlds of /co and 
SOTC – Yorda, Mono and Agro - is something he 
did not expect, particularly not outside of Japan. 

As incredible as this seems, it makes more sense 
in the context of the games' unusual order of 
development. Both /co and SOTC originated as 
single images in Ueda's mind. For /co it was a boy 
leading a girl by the hand; for SOTC it was a tiny 
figure challenging a giant. The game and narrative 
are separate extrapolations from this kernel. During 
the presentation to conference attendees, Ueda 
showed early footage developed internally as part 
of the concept-approval process. /co's sequence 
(created using the original PlayStation) suggested 
mood and setting more than specific gameplay – 


Many of the themes inferred from Ueda's 
games are largely unintended - the ideas of 
love, devotion and loss that seem to underpin 


them? All happy accidents, apparently 


Ueda cites LittleBigPlanet and Nobi Nobi Boy as upcoming 
platform exclusives that embody a certain ‘PlayStation 3-ness' 


but all the elements were there, even if at that 
stage Yorda had horns, too. The demo for SOTC 
(then called Nico) was even more surprising. 
Apparently the game was intended to be 
multiplayer, with gamers taking on the role of three 
horned boys, riding on horseback and working 
together to take down a colossus. 

Before he got into the creation of these games, 
however, Ueda took the audience through his 
CV, pointing to his early love of the Amiga (an 
uncommon machine to own in Japan at the time) 
as a major motivating factor in his career choices. 
Prior to becoming a game developer he had been 
a conceptual artist — and one with a slightly 
mischievous sense of humour, it seems. A video 
of his installation work ‘Tyrant Kitty’ showed 
unwitting art gallery patrons peering into an 
apparently empty cage before being sprayed 
with dirt, supposedly kicked up by an imaginary 
subterranean cat. 


"More often than not he plays a game that 
is out in the market and finds himself asking 
why it is not this way," says Kim of Ueda's 
source of inspiration. "That motivates him 
to come up with these concept ideas" 


The internal demo used to push Shadow 


players co-operating to kill a colossus 


Ueda then showed a slide detailing his 
responsibilities on Ico and SOTC ~ a list far too 
long to reproduce here, but suffice it to say it 
seems he was personally responsible for a huge 
portion of the game's execution. 

"It's the most unique team that actually 
exists," says YeonKyung Kim, a producer in 
Sony's international software department. “| know 
in the western culture it's mass production. You get 
a designer, level designer, programmer and you 
give them a design document and say: 'Do it'. 

But he doesn't do that." 

Of course, Ueda's next game was a topic 
conspicuously unmentioned in both the 
presentation and our meeting with him. He 
certainly wasn't letting anything slip — even 
refusing (after a moment's internal debate) to 
draw something in the spirit of his next game. 
However, he did make one assertion that may 
well have relevance to future projects. When 


Of The Colossus through approval had three 


The way Ueda's games manage entertainment 
and motivation can be problematic – they 
dare to frustrate the player, an annoyance 
that only increases your investment in the 
characters, so long as you don't quit first 


we ask whether the underwhelming commercial 
response to his previous games would mean 

he would consider sacrificing an amount of his 
artistic vision in order to create something more 
appealing to a wider audience, there was some 
lengthy discussion between Ueda and his ever- 
present translator. 

"| am aware of the artistic sense of the 
product I'm producing, but that is not the goal 
throughout," says Ueda. "That's just part of the 
game's contents, but I’m also more interested that 
the product will be well played in the future. | 
guess we are currently looking at a lifespan of two 
and a half years [for а game] in Japan, whereas l'm 
hoping for the consumer to be able to play this 
content over and over." 

And with SOTC starting life as a network 
game, it's not a stretch to speculate that this 
might be one way in which Ueda extends 
his next дате life x 


"It was eight in the morning. No one 

had eaten breakfast. The curtains had 

not been opened. The beds had not been 
made. The dog had not been walked. Our 
habitual regime of a ten-minute morning 
music practice had been abandoned. 
The entire mood was one of anger, 
confrontation, pain and frustration. 


Welcome to a family of Nintendo-users." 
Daily Mail writer Rosie Millard watches her perfect 

family unit descend into chaos with a Hong Kong- 

sourced DS and 20-game bundle, all for £150 


"Could it possibly be bad for a child 
or a teenager to spend long hours 


impersonating a violent car thief?" 
The Mail on Sunday now, and, yes, Peter Hitchens, it 
possibly could be. That's why GTAIV has an 18 rating 


"So we've gone to great lengths to 
make sure Chun-Li is not just a sex 
object fantasy for people's desktop 
backgrounds. That was something 
Kristin [Kruek] made very clear, and 
we're honored that she's willing to 
go that route, because it's one of 
the factors that's going to elevate 
this above adolescent videogame 
adaptation. That said, did 1 
mention Kristin is gorgeous? 
And there's one very steamy 
nightclub scene where she 
does... awesome things... to get 
the information she needs." 


Could that possibly involve flashing her gusset 
during a spinning bird kick, Justin Marks? 


"As overdue recognition of 
the service our Tapir friends 
have done us in our work, 
Splash Damage are delighted 
to announce that we're 
donating a GPS collar to help 
keep track of one of our 


Tapir cousins in Costa Rica." 
The Splash Damage blog gets fluffy 
after an April Fool is taken seriously 


Stories, inc 


We talk to Pixar about how the rise of videogame 
graphics technology is affecting its film-making 


ixar has yet to take a wrong step with its 
P| melding of pioneering CGI technology 
= with kid- and adult-friendly entertainment 
But as videogame rendering technology reaches 
new levels of fidelity, with realtime graphics now 
routinely used for cutscenes, is Pixar beginning 
to see convergence between videogames and 
the films that it creates? We spoke to Ralph 
Eggleston (above), production designer behind 
Pixar's upcoming movie, Wall-E, to find out. 


How do you regard the way videogame 

technology has grown since you first 

started working on CGI movies? 

l've seen games catching up with us. The games 
based on our films need such large lead times 
that we aren't necessarily settled on the look of 
the film when they start. So we give them some 
conceptual images and I’m not only surprised but 
sometimes jealous at how fast they can work and 
how quickly their realtime rendering engines seem 
tomove things along. We sometimes wish we could 


have something like that to move things along 
early in production. 


How much of a gap exists today between 
current-gen consoles and the tech you use? 

A vast, vast difference. If the player is involved in 
the narrative they can render it only so fast, really, 
though it will get faster. But when you're in control 
of a narrative, as we are as film-makers, the level of 


detail has to be much greater and we have the 
opportunity to create that because we have full 
control — our worlds are finite as opposed to 
videogames, which are not entirely infinite but a 
lot more infinite than what we do. 


But obviously the gap is closing as technology 

moves forward on the gaming front. 

Yes, | think it will get better and better. But for me, 
the big thing lacking in videogames, and | haven't 
seen one that has done this for me, is how you 
involve a strong narrative story. Not just a set-up 
that you jump in to, but a narrative story in which 
the player is an active participant. I've had this 
conversation with friends now for almost a decade 
on how you could actually do that with a 
videogame. Unfortunately, although | think there 


Heavy Iron Studios is currently finishing 
the Wall-E game for THQ, a project that 
has benefited from Pixar sharing art 

assets with the developer from the start 


would be a market for that, | don't think the 
market would be large enough 


Even with a new generation of consoles? 
Well, rather than using all of that computer power 
just for imagery, you could use it for complexity of 
story and alternate ways for the player to involve 
themselves in the lives of the players in the story 


What are your thoughts on film-makers like 
Steven Spielberg and Peter Jackson getting 
involved in games? Might that help solve 

the issue? 

| think the only way this is going to work is if 
there's a radical re-think of the approach to making 
games. | don't know if any of these film-makers 
would be as interested in that part of the process, 


"When you're in control of a narrative, as we 
are as film-makers, the level of detail has to 
be much greater and we have the opportunity 
to create that because we have full control" 


but they really have to break it down and strip it 
back. If | were them, | would want to say: "I don't 
care how you make these games. This is what I 
want to do, here's the story | want to tell – figure 

how we're going to make this." | keep hearing 
this idea that film-makers want to go in and do 
games, and they'll do cool stuff, it's just not to the 
level that | wish it were 


When a new game like Grand Theft Auto IV 
arrives and players pick up on its cutscenes, 
as an artist do you ever feel threatened? 
Not really. | never even gave it a thought. If w 
continue to make great films and game-make 


continue to make great games, | think there's a 
market for both 


What skills do game-makers who make the 
jump to CGI film-making at Pixar bring to 

the table? 

What they do bring is the facile nature of how they 
do their jobs. One thing we have not run across 
much is people in the game industry having film- 
making and storytelling skills. Games use a 
different set of skills. | think we have a few that 
have come to us from the game industry 


Videogame technology like Unreal Engine 3 
is starting to be used for CGI storytelling, 
beginning with Warner Bros’ online series, 
Chadam. What are your thoughts on game 
engines being used for 
linear entertainment? 

It's not that I’m not interested in 
the technology, it just depends 
on characters and stories being 
interesting and compelling. If 
they're using a new tool for the 
audience to enjoy that, then I'm intrigued 


As the lines blur between what you're doing 
and what videogames are doing, do you see 
the potential intermingling or converging? 

| don't really see them ever blurring. | don't see 
them blurring now nor do | ever see them blurring 
| see them as two separate and different media 
One is not better than the other. It’s just two 
different experiences. One is a thirdparty, 
narrative-structured film and the other, hopefully, 
will become a narrative in which the player can 
involve themselves. They're different things 


Wall-E is a distant-future love story 
between a pair of robots living on an 
rubbish-strewn abandoned Earth, and 
tells its story with virtually no dialogue 


“If it isn't going to be about the narrative 
and characters, then at the very least 
videogames should be about visual 
appeal," says Eggleston, who admires TF2 
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Northern soul 


On its fifth birthday, the Nordic conference 
juggles regional promotion with global glitz 


he Nordic Game conference feels a little 

T| like a family gathering. Despite taking 
wd place in a giant corrugated box on an 
industrial estate in Malmó, Sweden, it's a 
considerably more informal and intimate affair than 
GDC, with a sense of easy familiarity between 
delegates — at this year's event, there was even a 
bit of a singalong. 

Of course, this convivial atmosphere partly 
comes from a sense of shared purpose: the 
conference's remit is to encourage a unified 
regional stand on the international stage, and a 
good portion of this year's schedule was given over 
to worrying about — and celebrating - the state of 
Nordic gaming. You might not have known it from 
the keynote speeches, however, which were 
dominated by names from beyond the region. UK 


Harmonix's art director Ryan Lesser and 
design director Rob Kay exacerbated 
many hangovers on the second day 
with an expert rendition of a Queens 
Of The Stone Age track from Rock Band 


Many of the keynotes aimed to add a bit of showbiz, with Jonathan Smith's talk seeing the Traveller's Tales team marched to the stage 
by Darth Vader and Stormtroopers. Later, during another keynote, Smith delivered a short guitar number and got the audience to join in 


developer Traveller's Tales opened the proceedings 
with an entertaining retrospective on the Lego Star 
Wars series. Lego may be a Scandinavian icon, but 
the story was largely a British one — and it was 
perhaps surprising that this should have led a 
conference dedicated to Nordic games. 

The closing keynote of the first day similarly 
strained its relationship with the Nordic, but 
seemed well received by the audience nonetheless. 
Zoé Mode's creative director Ste Curran was joined 


Traveller's Tales' Jonathan Smith led the 
audience in a song lamenting the tedium of so 
many videogame plots and voiced frustration 
at gaming's tendency to ape linear media 


by friends to deliver a series of stories about 
gaming and the videogame industry — climaxing 
when Traveller's Tales' Jonathan Smith led the 
audience in a song lamenting the tedium of so 
many videogame plots. 

This theme was more explicitly laid out in the 
following Q&A session: the best stories about 
games aren't those that emerge from their plots 
but one that gamers construct — often with other 
players. Curran and Smith voiced frustration at 
gaming's tendency to ape other linear media when 
interaction should be the focus. Perhaps this 
argument was a little diluted by the fact that so 


many of the stories related to multiplayer games; 
much of their value was clearly a phenomenon of 
socialisation, rather than being unarguably the 
result of interactive media itself. 

The UK wasn't the only non-Nordic country 
to receive a fair amount of stage time. A rare 
appearance by Fumito Ueda outlined the 
idiosyncratic production of /со and Shadow Of The 
Colossus, while Keiichiro Toyama, creator of Silent 
Hill, Showed Siren: New Translation, the latest 
game in the franchise (see p45). 

Despite a greater global 
influence on the line-up, there 
remained a large amount of 
Scandinavian material — an 
awards ceremony doled out 
gongs to The Darkness and 
World In Conflict, while another event issued 
grants to promising developers — sparking 
discussion over what the Nordic governments 
should be doing to ensure the region retains 
creators despite rising costs. It was an issue raised 
in the conference's closing discussion, which 
brought together representatives from Nordic 
heavyweights CCP, Remedy and DICE. Even if the 
conference's headline acts strayed from the 
message of Nordic ascendancy, one thing was 
clear: whatever the difficulties that lie ahead for 
Nordic developers, there's a resolution to face 
them together – that's what families are for. ¥ 
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Flash forward 


Adobe slashes licences, hoping to 
make Flash a ubiquitous platform 


SOFTWARE 


ADOBE FLASH CS3 
PROFESSIONAL 


uring this year's GDC, Raph Koster 
D| predicted big things for Flash, saying that it 

could become a universal gaming platform, 
superseding the closed, discrete development 
environments of the current console generation. 
Adobe's recent announcement of the Open Screen 
Project lends Koster's ideas far more credibility. 
Doing away with licence fees and restrictions on its 
Flash platform, Adobe has made it possible for any 
manufacturer to freely develop a Flash player for 
their device or integrate Adobe's own - the upshot 
of which is that all such devices could display the 
same content regardless of the hardware. 

Adobe's listed partners for the Open Screen 
Project гип the gamut – suggesting that the 
company hopes Flash will make its way from PCs to 
phones, consoles and set-top boxes. The company 
is attempting to release Flash from the confines of 
the web browser with Adobe Integrated Runtime, 


Click to view episode 


Innovation in Social Spaces with Cherry Coke 


a technology that makes Flash a viable 
development environment for desktop 
applications. With Adobe also increasing its efforts 
to make Flash a more competitive rendering 
environment, it can only become a more attractive 
solution for hardware manufacturers and content 
creators — a one-stop solution, meaning that 
developers need only write software for a single 
platform and immediately have it accessible on 
any number of devices 

Of course, one problem such a portable 
platform poses to developers is that they won't 
be able to predict what kind of control scheme 
their software will use. It's also difficult to see a 
potential Adobe monopoly going unchallenged – 
nonetheless, the stakes have been raised, and it 
will be very interesting to see whether current-gen 
consoles embrace the move or elect to 
remain closed. x 


David Wadhwani, Adobe's VP of platforms, 
hopes to see Flash on 40 per cent of video- 
capable mobile devices by 2009. It's already 
on 95 per cent of the world's computers 


As Adobe drops licence fees, companies 
like Nokia are encouraged to incorporate 
Flash. All kinds of Flash media, including 
games such as those of the Boxhead 
series, could soon reach mobile phones 


Continue 


We can't help it if we're 
genetically different, baby 


Forget bullet points, devs — 
physics is a baseline now 


Total Eclipse Of The Heart 
or Frog Chorus? Tricky... 


| ee Siegel's got more reason than most to 
L dislike the internet: his attempts to defend 
himself anonymously on the New 
Republic's blog in late 2006 saw him found out, 
suspended from the magazine, and pilloried across 
the blogosphere. But Against The Machine is no 
revenge mission, no simple-minded attack on the 
'electronic mob' that so goaded his former actions. 

Rather, it's an exploration of how the writings 
of internet 'gurus' such as Kevin Kelly and Douglas 
Rushkoff have come to dominate the critical 
climate around the internet, and the influence 
of 'popularity'. Siegel argues at length the 
importance of homogeneity over content: 'The 
prerequisite for popularity on the web is... a 
willingness to use whatever is the most effective 
means of conformity to gravitate toward — or 
attract - the largest share of the market' 

Thus, the popularity of a story becomes self- 
sustaining as people race to have ‘their say’ – and 
internet writers strive to write what they think their 


Quit 


The one good thing about 
red rings: blessed silence 


The internet's over there. 
Why can't you see it? 


And to think it was the 
reason we chose Playboy X 


Caught in the net 


An attack on accepted ideas about the internet, 
in print? This Siegel fellow must be a Luddite! 


audience will respond to, rather than what they 
think is worth covering. Although Siegel barely 
touches on specifics, this section of his argument 
has particular relevance to the comments threads 
and forums that host online videogame discussion. 
As well as this, his assertion that anonymity lends 
itself to ‘preadult’ behaviour – that is, conformation 
to social stereotypes as opposed to individual 
expression — has more than a hint of truth to it 
Some practical examples next to Siegel's 
convincing arguments would make all the 
difference: in particular, the assertion that the 
majority of popular bloggers are white, middle- 
aged and middle-class would be devastating if 
backed up with some hard figures, simply reading 
as hyperbole otherwise. But don't let that put you 
off this perspicacious and urgently written 
argument: as the internet's newness wears off, 
it's crucial that pernicious and pervasive self-interest 
groups don't dominate the critical culture of 
this most capable tool 2 


Author: Lee Siegel 
Publisher: Serpent's Tail 
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THE FIRST TV WITH FREESAT HD BUILT-IN 
TRULY WORLD CLASS 
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Panasonic 


ideas for life 
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Everything hangs on the smallest detail. 

It's why the new Panasonic Viera P781 is the first high 
definition television with freesat HD built-in, so you 
can experience HD broadcasts without subscription. 
The class-beating Intelligent Frame Creation delivers 
the fastest sport, movie or gaming action. 

You can even view camcorder footage and digital 
photos in stunning high definition, by simply inserting 
the SD card straight into the television. 

Because every detail matters, 


EVERYTHING MATTERS. 


panasonic.co.uk/freesat 
0844 844 3852 


New games, and updates on games already on the radar 


Doom 4 Lord Of The Rings: Conquest Viva Pifiata: Trouble In Paradise 
FORMAT: 360, PC, PS3 PUBLISHER: TBA FORMAT: 360, DS, PC, PS3 PUBLISHER: EA FORMAT: 360 PUBLISHER: MICROSOFT 


The announcement comes by means of id's latest recruitment Not content to send hundreds of Stormtroopers into battle, Star A smashing set of multiplayer features suggest sequel sweetness, 
drive — only 'the greatest talent and brightest minds' need apply. Wars Battlefront developer Pandemic marches on Middle-Earth. two players able to take up tools on the same machine. Online 
Somehow, Doom and brightness don't go together so well The option to play as Sauron and co is the major draw, apparently photo sharing, 32 new species and themed gardens also feature 
Skate It Project Origin MySims Kingdom 

FORMAT: DS, WII PUBLISHER: EA FORMAT: 360, PC, PS3 PUBLISHER: WARNER BROS FORMAT: DS, WII PUBLISHER: EA 


The ‘it’ refers to the FlickIt control system, completely rejigged Stomping about in mech walkers and wrestling pulverised naked Whatever King Roland was up to in this newly themed sequel, 


for Nintendo's controllers. The Remote is a virtual skateboard, the freaks doesn't quite strike the 'faithful' chord, memories of it's left the place looking a tip. Customise his kingdom back 
stylus triggers tricks, and even the Balance Board gets to play Condemned 2 floating quickly to the surface (via the U-bend) to glory, thwarting evil, tending pigs and sailing to new lands 
Fatal Inertia EX City Of Heroes/City Of Villains Gears Of War 2 

FORMAT: PS3 PUBLISHER: KOEI FORMAT: PC PUBLISHER: NCSOFT FORMAT: 360 PUBLISHER: MICROSOFT 


A mere release will see one fatal bout of inertia overcome, Koei's A new contextual dialogue system heads the technical updates The big news from the first gameplay clip: it's bigger. An on-rails 
physics-heavy (and generally weighty) racer drifting from retail to for Issue 12, due soon. Expect NPCs to act appropriately now segment echoes that of the first game's closing level, only this 
PlayStation Network. Ladies and gentlemen, restart your engines during instanced play, the story focusing on The Midnight Squad time the carriages are in the air, a massive battle unfolding below 
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738 
Every platformer worth its salt has a bit of high-precision series of rooftops of varying widths, some sprinkled with 
jumping. But it's easy to forget just what we mean by bottles that have to be collected, and you will be falling off 
‘high-precision jumping’ in videogames – usually, it means them a lot. 
» S ор CETT & being able to alter the momentum and direction of a jump Precision certainly has its frustrating moments because of 
[^ ried bere ы after taking off. this, but instant restarts and a helpful dotted line showing 
Precision tolerates none of this: it's all about getting your previous attempts mean it never gets too overbearing. 
‚1 < your takeoff speed right. You can accelerate (а lot) and It's an interesting experiment in game mechanics, and its 
| | i you can jump, but once your feet have left the ground clean and clear style only brings the importance of its 
| I| | you can't control anything. Every level is built from a momentum challenge to the fore. 
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Triple your strength by combining three units The best Civ multiplayer ever! Featuring ranked games, Developed from the ground up by 
into an army to pulverise your enemies. leaderboards, exclusive downloads and ‘Game of the Week: legendary game designer Sid Meier. 


SID MEIER'S 
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www.civilizationrevolution.com 
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© 2005-2008 Take-Two Interactive Software and its subsidiaries. Sid Meier’s Civilization Revolution, Civ, Civilization, 2K Games, the 2K Games logo, Firaxis Games, the Firaxis Games logo and Take-Two Interactive Software are all trademarks and/or 
arks of Take-Two Interactive Software. Ай rights reserved. “æ” and “PLAYSTATION” are registered trademarks of Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. Microsoft, Xbox, Xbox 360, Xbox LIVE, and the Xbox logos are trademarks of the 


registered tradem: 
Microsoft group of companies and are used under license from Microsoft. NINTENDO DS IS A TRADEMARK OF NINTENDO. 
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Copy protection 


Is the solution to the bugbear of PC gaming worse than the cause? 


he PC gaming industry has always 
been assaulted by piracy, and PC game 
makers have responded in kind by 
Which publishing companies have made the most f esigning ever-more sophisticated anti-pir. 
impact in the past 12 months, and which are set B 9 s | 9 н h pig nai is s е 
to have a great year ahead? Next-Gen's annual technology, from the code w ee 5 of old to 
survey of the game industry ranks the top 20 today's mandatory copy protection software 
companies according to their global financial and installs and validation systems that require 
creative success: average review scores, sales x ka 

internet connectivity. 


figures of top titles, the success of new IP, 
As developers like Crytek begin to stop 


Who is the biggest? 


employee count and profitability to find out 
who is moving up and who is moving down. 


RECENT POPULAR STORIES 


Wi How GTAIV invaded 
the mainstream 
www.next-gen.biz/gtacampaign 


E Are games immoral? 
www.next-gen.biz/moral 


Bi Daily best links 
www.next-gen.biz/bestlinks 


E The top 100 game sales 
www.next-gen.biz/whatgamersbuy 


Wi Best and worst game ads 
www.next-gen.biz/gameadsmay 


REGULARS 


GAME RELEASE SCHEDULE 


Your up-to-date guide to all game 
releases in Europe and North America 
www.next-gen.biz/gamedates 


DAILY GAME INDUSTRY JOBS 


Find the best new opportunities in 
Europe and North America at Next-Gen 
www.next-gen.biz/jobsuk or www.next-gen.biz/jobsusa 


WORLD DEVELOPER LIST 


A guide to the world’s developers and 
the games they're working on right now 
www.next-gen.biz/worlddevelopers 


www.next-gen.biz/puk 


making games exclusively for PC because of 
piracy, Next-Gen looks at the history of copy 
protection and the role it has played in 
gaming. We look at the cost to the industry as 
gamers become more frustrated by certain 
types of protection - those that tamper with 
the basic workings of their PCs and those that 
prevent them from playing when and where 
they want to. 

And we ask where the blame for this 
frustration lies — is it with the publishers and 
companies that sell protection systems that 
they claim are watertight? Or do gamers need 
to take the effect of piracy on the PC gaming 
scene more seriously and accept the costs 
of policing the format? 2 

www.next-gen.biz/copyprotection 


EDGE CONTENT AND BLOG 


If you've missed a recent issue of Edge, 
you can now head to Next-Gen to read and 
discuss a selection of features, reviews and 
previews from the magazine. And, on the 
Edge blog, you'll find extra interviews, 
reports and news that we can't fit on 
these pages. Recent entries include: 


lil We meet Rock Band creators Ryan Lesser (art 
director) and Rob Kay (director of design) and talk 
about the pleasures and pitfalls of making hardware 
as well as software, and becoming the largest 
purchaser of drumsticks in the world. 


Bi We interview CliffyB (right) and Peter Molyneux at 
Microsoft's Spring Showcase event in San Francisco, 
discussing how Gears Of War 2 will be 'girlfriend 
friendly' (assuming she likes chainsaws) and how 
Fable 2 will linger in its players' memories. 


Next-Gen offers the game industry's fastest, most comprehensive and most reliable online news, 


features and analysis service. Join the leading game industry professionals who read it every day 
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FOCUS 


Current-gen console game 
output by genre Q2 2008 


e, as consumers, appear to be in a bit 
W| of a bind. Credit is no longer available 

on tap, prices of everyday consumables 
are on the rise, and households are starting to 
feel the financial pinch. Every month our 
disposable income is being squeezed by the 
increase in costs of food, petrol and utilities, 
which means less money to spend on luxuries 
such as meals out or - importantly — 


Historically, console cycles have been 
ninterrupted by economic turmoil. The most 
recent cycle is little different, with specialist 
press calling it a ‘golden era’ for games retail 


entertainment media. Surely this spells trouble 
for the games industry as a whole? 
Well, actually, although we probably 
have less disposable income than we did 
12 months ago, this doesn't appear to dampen 
our enthusiasm for games. During times 
of economic strife, while we might be 
prompted to curb our meals out or trips to 
Xbox 360 PS3 Wii the football and cinema, we seem to be 
happy to keep splashing out on entertainment 
ie for when we're stuck at home. Generally, 
E e games are perceived as good value on 
Current-gen console the cost/hours of entertainment ratio 
game output by developer and this has meant that, historically, console 
territory Q2 2008 cycles have been pretty much uninterrupted 
by economic turmoil. 


Credit crunch? 
What credit crunch? 


Screen Digest analyst Piers Harding-Rolls on the booming videogame 
market and most active publishers and developer territories in Q2 2008 


This most recent console cycle is little 
different, with some very strong sales results 
in what the specialist press is calling a 

‘golden era’ for games retail. First-quarter 
sales performance for hardware saw volume 
up by almost 20 per cent compared to last 
year. Software sales have also been very 
strong in the US and Europe, and current 
year-on-year performance suggests that 
the industry will see another record-breaking 
year in 2008. 

This market performance is being partly 
driven by the expansion of the console market 
through new types of consumers buying the 
Wii and (to a lesser extent) PS3. According to 
NPD, Nintendo sold over 700,000 Wii consoles 
in the US during April, far more than Xbox 360 
and PS3 - both at fewer than 200,000. With 
the Wii having the widest age range of users 
of all three platforms, it is likely that a good 
share of those purchasers were fresh to the 
console market. While the Wii has prompted 
interest from traditional non-console gamers 
through its technology and lifestyle software, 
the PS3 has prompted interest from the high- 
definition video consumer looking for a good 
value Blu-ray player. 

So which publishers are currently most 
actively engaged in pursuing a slice of this 
growing market? All the major publishers have 
ramped up game output in recent months, as 
the current generation of consoles enters the 


April's NPD sales figures for the US only cover five days of GTAIV being on sale, and yet it sold 2.85 million copies. 360 and PS3 hardware 
sales failed to rise, a surprise to many who assumed GTAIV would spur those waiting for its release to buy into the current generation 


mass adoption phase. In the first quarter of 
2008 we commented on how Sega had upped 
its commitment with an output volume bigger 
than its competitors. The second quarter is 
much the same again - Sega continues its 
headlong charge into the current generation, 
with nine releases including four based on 
new IP. Sega's roster includes multiplatform 
releases of /ron Man and The Incredible Hulk, 
both based on what are likely to be two of this 
summer's most heavily marketed Hollywood 
cinematic releases. Take-Two and EA also share 
the top spot for game SKUs released in the 
current quarter. 

The most prolific publishers in relation to 
releasing original IP are Sega, THQ and Ubisoft. 
All three publishers recognise the importance 
of establishing new IP at this stage of the 
console cycle, where successful new IP can 
spawn at least two sequels before new 
consoles are released. In an industry where 
development costs have risen strongly since 
the last cycle, being able to re-use technology 


Haze is a highly anticipated new IP, due in part to Free Radical's 
FPS heritage, and as such has been expected to drive new sales 
of PS3s. It will be interesting how it will affect the market now 
it's clear that it's not the quality game that many had expected 


and assets across a number of titles is a 

good way to reduce costs. Some notable new 
game IPs hitting the market in this quarter 
include a further twist on the Lego franchise 
with Lego Indiana Jones, Free Radical's Haze 
(published by Ubisoft), and EA's Boom Blox, 
in which Steven Spielberg has also had some 
creative input. 

As most publishers are now firing on all 
cylinders, it's also interesting to see which 
countries are actually producing all this new 
content. Unsurprisingly, the US maintains its 
leadership position at the cutting edge of 
console games production during the second 
quarter. Commendably, the UK maintains its 
position as number two producer of content, 
and shows that for all the doom and gloom 
surrounding R&D tax incentives in other 
markets, the UK industry is performing very 
strongly. Compare this to the miserly output 
of Canada this quarter, a territory renowned 
for sucking talent out of other countries, 
and things look pretty good for the UK. 
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Dimensional personality 
Brick Bardo wonders how character can be maintained when it’s reimagined in another format 


his might sound 
E] obvious, but when 
you make a game 


that's based on a movie or a 
TV show, your main aim with 
the characters is to create a 
3D model that looks as 
similar to the source material 
as possible. The model and 
the textures (the skin, face, 
hair and so on) become a 
huge part of how that game 
is perceived. If you've seen 
the recent CG movie Beowulf you'll know that Angelina Jolie's 


because 2D models are usually very stylised, with 
proportions that lend themselves to effects like 
silhouette, and when this is translated into 3D you 
often get an unusual and unnatural-looking result. 
Simple things like hair can become unrecognisable 
in 3D, and it requires a really skilled designer to 
reshape it or rethink these elements without losing 
the core of the character. 


becomes easier. But what about our original 

2D character? The average Japanese animation 
might have eight to 12 frames per second: Disney, 
by comparison, works with 24fps. Japanese 
animations also often use computers to 'deform' 
the image, such as when moving an arm upwards 
Disney is all hand-drawn, of course, so this is 
impossible for its movies. 


eD models are usually very stylised, and when this is translated into 3D 
you often get an unusual and unnatural-looking result. Simple things like hair 
can become unrecognisable in 3D, and it requires a really skilled designer 


So let's say you've been lucky enough to find 


But the other day | was surprised by Disney's 


face has been recreated unbelievably accurately. | don't know 

if the effort involved was worth it, but it's very impressive. 
There are other sources, of course — what if you're not working 

from people, but from a 2D animation series or a comic book? In 

this case, there is a whole other set of problems that can make 

you uncomfortable with its relationship to the original. Not least 


movie Enchanted. Watching Amy Adams acting the 
role of Princess Giselle, | couldn't see anything but 
a true Disney princess in motion: the overreactions, 
the motions before and after a movement, etc. It 
was like Adams was taken straight out of a Disney 
animation. It's no exaggeration to say that the 


that skilled designer: they get the design right, 
you've modelled it, and added the textures. Now 
we're looking good! But there's another problem — 
moving it. If you're making a character based on 
an actor, perhaps you could use motion capture 

so that mapping ‘realistic’ human movements 
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Katsuya Nagae was responsible for Jikkyo World Soccer (aka 
ISS, above) and the Jikkyo Powerful Pro Yakyu series (right) 


quality and success of this movie is directly linked 
to her casting. If you consider Disney classics like 
Cinderella or Snow White, those princes and 
princesses were based on reference footage from 
actors. This made me realise that the influence 
can flow both ways, and made me think about 
animating a 2D character using motion capture 
as a starting point: | think this might have a lot 
of potential 

So now I'm looking for actors who could do 
this job for Japanese animation. Despite the eight 
to 12fps refresh, I'm pretty sure the game and 
animation industries would fight for his or her 
talent. That's what | want! If you think you might 
have such a talent, you have to come and use it for 
the good of the game industry right now. 

Now, something totally different. Recently, | 
was stunned to learn of Mr Katsuya Nagae's death 
Because of the type of games he was involved 
with, he isn’t very famous outside Japan. He was 


the creator of the Jikkyo Powerful Pro Yakyu (Live 
Powerful Pro Baseball) franchise at Konami, which 
was the rival of Namco's Family Stadium, but 
westerners may better know him as the producer 
of the Super Famicom's International Superstar 
Soccer Deluxe. He had left Konami and joined the 
Osaka Denki Tsushin university where he was 
lecturing on gaming. | can't say he was a really 
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good friend of mine but he was a familiar face at Mediacreate weekly Japanese 
work, апа I'm shocked by this news because he game sales chart (May 5-11) 


was just 47 years old. He was not in contact with 
the latest trends in game development but he had 
this inner fire to guide young people who were 
attracted by the industry. 

The videogame industry is a relatively young 


around us. I’m sure Nagae’s death has been a 
shock for the rest of the Japanese industry, and 


I'd like to pay tribute to him from the 
bottom of my heart x 


Game/weekly sales/lifetime sales 

1: 
2. Monster Hunter Portable 2nd G (Capcom, PSP): 82,000 (1,992,000) 
3. Wii Fit (Nintendo, Wii): 53,000 (2,039,000) 
4. Link No Bowgun Training (Nintendo, Wii): 49,000 (141,000) 
5. Mecha! Taiko No Tatsujin DS (BNG, DS): 34,000 (133,000) 

one, and we are not familiar meeting death 6. 
7 
8 
9 
1 


Mario Kart Wii (Nintendo, Wii): 107,000 (1,227,000) 


Pokémon Ranger Batonage (Pokemon Company, DS): 27,000 (535,000) 


. Deca Sports (Hudson, Wii): 22,000 (208,000) 

. Wii Sports (Nintendo, Wii): 21,000 (2,979,000) 

. Bokuraha Kaseki Horider (Nintendo, DS): 17,000 (102,000) 
0. Smash Brothers X (Nintendo, Wii): 16,000 (1,620,000) 


1&1 Web Hosting: Powerful hosting for 
demanding sites | 


Choosing a reliable web host is important. 
With over 5 Million websites, 1&1 is one of 
the world's largest web hosts. 1&1 employs 
over 500 in-house developers. These highly 
trained programmers deliver the absolute 
best in what's on the forefront of technology, 
making 1&1 consistently first to market with 
the latest advances in communication. 
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1&1 HOME 1&1 BUSINESS PRO 
PACKAGE | PACKAGE 


1.5 GB Web Space 

400 2 GB IMAP/POP3 E-mail accounts 

20 GB Monthly Traffic 8 GB Web Space 

Free WebsiteBuilder 100 GB Monthly Traffic 

1&1 Blog 1500 2 GB IMAP/POP3 E-mail accounts 

Photo Gallery Search Engine Optimisation 

SMS Manager SSH Access, PHP & Perl 1511 our Wer» 
&1 WebMail Shared SSL 

1&1 Banner Advertising 8x MySQL (100 MB Database) nud 
Free ССІ" 181 Easy Shop реса! vitet» 
PHP4&5 Cron Jobs/Scheduled Tasks 

99.99% Up-Time Guarantee Free E-mail Support 

24/7 Support 24/7 Express Support сен ады 
.. and much тоге! ... and much more! 
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Edge's most wanted 


Gears Of War 2 


Spam-headed marines wielding big 
chainsaw-guns — it might not be 

a sophisticated formula, but Gears 
is fast food not fine dining - and 
sometimes you just want a burger. 
360, PC, MICROSOFT 


De Blob 


The velvet-wearing aesthete in us 
craves THQ's 'colour revolution'. 
Blobs of the world unite: you 
have nothing to lose but the 
drab chains of monochrome. 

DS, WII, THQ 


Earthbound 


And so it comes to pass that 
Earthbound will finally make its 
way to Europe, via Virtual Console, 
14 years after its Japanese debut. 
Cause for celebration indeed. 

WII (SNES), NINTENDO 


he future of electronic entertainment 


Smoke on the uater 
When rockers play follow the leader 


onami's announcement 

of Rock Revolution was, 

though largely unheralded, 
not really a surprise. After all, its 
Bemani division arguably invented 
the genre with Beatmania, and the 
ability to link up Guitar Freaks and 
DrumMania was doing Rock Band 
long before Rock Band came along. 
Then came Guitar Hero IV, which 
shocked no one by also doing a 
Rock Band. 

'Doing a Rock Band'. It's a 
telling phrase, and it's far more 
important to this genre than 
'Konami got there first'. It took the 
corporate muscle of both EA and 
MTV, their marketing campaign 
and a mass of goodwill towards 
Harmonix to successfully sell the 
idea of Rock Band to the 
mainstream. Would GHIV and 
Revolution be in quite the same 
place without that groundwork? 

And with that success has come 
imitation. But as much as new 
permutations of existing games are 
generally the welcome result of 
innovation, here consumers aren't 
only buying games but having to 
shell out and find space for many 
expensive, bulky peripherals to play 
them. The problem is cross- 
compatibility. And yet it surely 
wouldn't be hard to make them 


Rock Band's drum kit is the vanilla model, 
and the slightly tweaked variants offered 
by Activision and Konami have led to the 
suspicion they're diverging for the sake 
of incompatibility rather than innovation 


compatible with each other – 
Harmonix is notably upfront about 
its wish that all music peripherals 
worked across the genre. In 
practice, it could cause the 
equivalent of a format war within 
a niche that, though large and 
growing, hasn't yet had the chance 
to prove that it can be sustainable. 
Does that seem like too much 
of a gloomy prophecy? Certainly 
the effects are proving frustrating 
— you should have heard the 
grumbling in the Edge office when 
GHIII's guitar proved incompatible 
with Rock Band. As if it would 
really harm Activision's sales. 
Worse, rumours abound of dirty 
tactics: entire peripheral- 
manufacturing lines being booked 
up not so much to expand 
production capacity than to 
place spanners in the works of 
rivals' efforts. The music genre is 
a competitive business indeed, 
but the various players could do 
worse than to think about the 
convenience and patience of their 
paying audience. After all, Rock 
Band's success has one key message 
that both genre originator Konami 
and current beneficiary Activision 
should heed: it's not what 
you have that counts, it's 
what you do with it. x 
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Killzone 2 
PS3 


Guitar Hero IV 
360, PS2, PS3, WII 


Pure 
360, PC, PS3 


Mafia II 


360, PC, Р53 


Mercenaries 2: 
World In Flames 
360, PC, PS3 


P4 


Robert Ludlum's 
The Bourne Conspiracy 
360, PS3 


Star Wars: 
The Force Unleashed 
360, DS, PS2, PS3, PSP, WII 


World Of Goo 


PC, Wil 


MotorStorm Pacific Rift 
PS3 


PixelJunk Eden 
PS3 


Silent Hill Homecoming 
360, PS3 


Siren: New Translation 


PS3 


Rise Of The Argonauts 
360, PC, PS3 


Battleforge 
PC 


Cryostasis 
PC 


31 


32 


FORMAT: PS3 

PUBLISHER: SCE 

DEVELOPER: GUERRILLA GAMES 
ORIGIN: THE NETHERLANDS 
RELEASE: FEBRUARY 2009 


Engine block 


With Killzone still selling 
itself on its visuals, Guerrilla 
is careful to emphasise the 
techniques it's using to 
ensure full fidelity. "What 
we're trying to do is create 
a more cinematic picture, 
trying to blend all the 
elements into one," says 
Ter Heide. "Our proprietary 
engine does deferred 
rendering, so we have 
dynamic lights that can be 
shot out to make things 
dark, and we can work with 
contrast to highlight certain 
elements or change their 
appearance depending on 
mood. For instance, if i'm 
getting shot, the colours 
will blur out and go to grey. 
We're trying to combine all 
the things we learned with 
the original Killzone and 
rebuild for PS3." So despite 
this sophisticated, relatively 
new technique, there's little 
evidence in Killzone 2 that 
it's generating new effects 
and mechanics. 


Heroes meet Helghast amid more 
shades of grey than ever before 


he level of anticipation for the 2005 
T trailer meant that people expected 
the biggest thing ever to materialise, 

and what we've shown so far, at last year's 
E3 and today means that we're living up to 
the expectation," says Steven Ter Heide, 
Killzone 2's senior producer. It's a 
presumptuous and brash statement given 
the infamous 2005 E3 trailer, a video that, 
being predominately composed of 
prerendered material, made impossible 
claims for both PS3's hardware and Guerrilla’s 
talents. But delivered in Ter Heide's soft, 
earnest Dutch accent, it's almost believable 

And, visually, Killzone 2 looks extremely 
polished. It doesn't quite match the 
unfeasible levels of detail found in that 
trailer, but it's certainly smooth. Buddies 
feature an array of facial expressions and 
body animations that reinforce their 
characters on the battlefield. Illumination and 
smoke effects are subtle and dynamic, too; 
the lighting allows the muted grey palette 
to just about avoid monotony, with surfaces 
exhibiting careful texture and form, while 
Guerilla's idiosyncratic take on lens flare adds 
delicate Technicolor highlights. But it's the 
smoke that soon proves the star, billowing 
thickly and forcing some difficult decisions: 
explosions tend to hide the enemy away for 
brief but crucial periods. 

The demo, comprising Corinth River, the 


second level of the game, begins with a 
dramatic cutscene, based on the one seen 
at last year's E3, in which a squadron of 
airborne landers makes its way through 
enemy fire towards a landing zone on the 
outskirts of a shattered city. Once on the 
ground, the player is engaged in a battle to 
take the control room for a huge gate that 


Perhaps echoing the physicality of Killzone's lovingly long 
and detailed gun reloads, but probably more likely an 
artefact of Sony's pushing of motion control, a valve 
controlling a gate must be turned with a twisting motion 


on opening will allow a convoy of allied 
tanks to progress. The battlefield itself is 
designed to instil a sense of chaos and 
confusion, with blasts detonating all around 
and a dense soundscape of shouts and 
gunfire, much in the manner of the Call Of 
Duty series. Similarly, its aim system feels very 
similar to COD's square view down the 
sights, and encourages the same careful 
stop-start aim-and-move approach to 
encounters. It's with this realisation that 
Killzone 2's blood and thunder begins to 
wane: from this demo there's very little that 
this game attempts that Call Of Duty 4 hasn't 
already achieved with significant success. 
But, challenged with the idea that COD4 has 
come to form a new standard for the FPS, 
Hermen Hulst, MD of Guerrilla, says: “I'm 
not going to sit here and talk about the 
competition. COD is a game that virtually 
everybody in the office has played through 
and completed. We know where our game 
stands, and we're up for it, definitely." 
Indeed, Killzone 2's feature list is a 
checklist of modern shooter stalwarts. The 
cover system is called 'lean and peek', a 
capability apparently taken from Killzone: 
Liberation, Guerrilla's isometric tactical action 
title in the series for PSP. L1 snaps the player 
to cover, with the chance to line up shots by 
peeking before popping up to take them 
Strangely, there's no blindfire option. A 
buddy help system à la Army Of Two allows 
allies to boost the player to otherwise 
inaccessible places, with wonderfully 


animated sequences as the player-character 
pulls his way up, remaining in firstperson 
throughout. Though they can't be ordered 
around, allies can be revived if they fall in 
battle, with the player accompanied by a 
squad for most of the game. Context-based 
chatter from allies and enemies is taken 
straight from Halo. "So players can 
understand the context in which the action 
is going on," explains Ter Heide. "If you're 
standing next to a barrel you'll hear the 
Helghast say, ‘Shoot that barrel’, and you 
know it's a good idea to move away." 

The action spills into a warehouse, with 


Al gamely taking cover among its bounties of 


crates and walkways, but it doesn't show 


much propensity for teamwork and flanking, 


at least on the easy setting that our demo 
was apparently jammed on. Shooting itself, 
while powerful to the ears, doesn't have 
quite the precision and feedback of Halo 3, 


nor the swift decisiveness of Call Of Duty, 
but is otherwise effective. How it sets 

a rhythm within the full game remains to 
be seen. A firstperson view is retained 
throughout the demo, including the 
introductory cutscene, part of a careful 
policy for the game. "We feel that the 
immersion is very important in this game 


The second level, with its frequent, well-placed 
checkpoints, shows the ISA taking the fight to the 
Helghast planet after the events of the original 
game and PSP title Killzone: Liberation. Though 
the player-character is new to the story, familiar 
faces will appear, including Templar and Rico 


It's you that's in charge of your actions, 

not this arbitrary character that's on the 
screen," explains Ter Heide. Again it's 
perfectly effective, but does little more than 
other games, including those in the Call Of 
Duty series, have already accomplished 

In fact, perfectly effective is the phrase 

that seems apt to describe all of Killzone 2's 


features. The game takes no risks, neither in 
design nor tone. The explosive barrels, the 
crate-filled warehouse, the vision blur as 
damage is incurred, scripted sequences of 
Helghast fast-roping through roof-lights, 

the lights that blow out when shot at, the 
brightly coloured wireframe boxes that show 
the locations of mission objectives; they're all 
proven pieces of FPS and 3D world design, 
and taken together in the context of this 
much-vaunted game, it's hard not to come 
away feeling that Killzone 2 is short 

on ideas that it can call its own x 
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a" 
ww (Quitar Hero IV 
PS2, PS3, WII 
PUBLISHER: ACTIVISION 


AELE нон It's already looking like a wrinkly stadium rocker, 


RELEASE: Q4 2008 but it may have enough left to surprise us all 


t's been no great secret that the the fact that Rock Band wasn't quite perfect 
Guitar Hero series would be (alongside its insulting European price tag) 
‘diversifying’. Or, if you prefer, it's you might wonder whether this competition 
no great secret that it would be ‘ripping off’ can only be a good thing. 
Rock Band. No two ways about it: Guitar The drumkit's the major interface 
Hero can now be played with two guitars, difference, with a lower row of three pads 
a drumkit and a USB microphone. It has a and two perched above, a foot pedal and 
screen layout that's almost identical to (most importantly) rubber heads. The 
Harmonix's game, a character creation plasticky tapping of Rock Band's drum kit 
tool, and can be played online. was hardly a deal-breaker, but it's pleasing to 
It's tempting to excoriate the various see little irritants removed. This kit also has 
parties involved simply out of principle. some capacity for recognising the strength of 
To do so would be wrong because, even your blows, which is allegedly reflected in the 
The stage pyrotechnics (top) are now though the concept always belonged to sound coming out of the speakers as well 
much more a part of the show, and can Harmonix, GHIV is genuinely surprising in as in triggering star power. The guitars will 
cb cnet ш the depth it brings to the party. Alongside also be subject to a little fine tuning, with 
forthcoming easy-listening metal album Neversoft particularly keen to make it easier 
ar ma to slide fingers down the neck as well as 
allow some new tricks such as muffling to 
make their first appearance. 
Let's get the rest out of the way quickly, 
because the reason for getting excited about 
Guitar Hero IV lies with one very specific 
section. With regard to tracks, collective joy 
for the presence of The Eagles and Van 
Halen, a collective groan for Linkin Park, and 
collective mystification for Sublime. Character 
customisation options are extensive way 
beyond Rock Band's and have several 
layering tools which, combined with the 
basic structures, make pretty much any 
human (and Elvis) a possibility. And you can 
customise your instrument 
So, on to the headlining feature of Guitar 
Hero IV, and one which will inevitably lead to 
the tired old ‘YouTube for X' shouts. The 
game features a music studio that, in several 
different ways, allows you to create your 
own music which can then be played 
through or uploaded to the GHTunes 


One area in which Harmonix still reigns supreme is default 
avatars — there's a knack to crafting floppy lipped rock gods Е 
that makes all the difference between charming and charmless s ? website, where other people can download 
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and rate it. In its basic mode, you choose а 
backing track, the game will set you up with 
the right chords in the right scale, and you 
can bash away. A neat representation of the 
notes you're playing gives a basic idea of the 
kind of challenge the song you're producing 
will present. It's a neat entry point to what 
proves a very complex tool indeed. 


In a ‘live’ recording, you choose your 
scale and root note from a menu (these can 
be set individually for all instruments or made 
standard across the band), and there is the 
ability to further customise particular button 
presses for the exact scale you want. We 
witnessed an approximation of Smells Like 
Teen Spirit being created that was 
recognisable if not wonderful, but it did 
make clear that this option is essentially a 
four-track recorder (with, of course, the 
ability to instantly play anything you make 
as a GH note-track). 
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Your goggle-eyed puppet can take on almost 
any appearance. Is the extensive depth 

necessary? We're reminded of Alex Rigopolus 
talking about Rock Band's customisation and 
rejecting "pointless details like nostril width" 


Chance Heap 
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Guitar Effect 


Ki 
Heavy Rock INSANE 


out what you've just composed. Left, meanwhile, shows how you'll be customising nearly every aspect of your appearance 


It's the 'Advanced' recording studio 
that is the really exciting aspect of GHIV, 
however. It's essentially a sequencer, but a 
fully functional one operated by five buttons 
and a fret. So you can lay down your note 
tracks, set your BPM and then tweak 
anything that you've recorded in the 'live' 
environment. GHIV also has a function which 


dictates the length of time between notes 
that can be applied to almost every aspect 

of the tool. It's a piece of design that makes 
recording very easy, allowing you to set up 
complex patterns that may be beyond your 
own abilities to play in realtime. It's very likely 
that this feature is going to generate some 
insane fan creations. And as well as providing 
separate tracks for each instrument (though 
sadly there's no vocal support) there's a full 
suite of audio effects that can be applied to 
them, so your guitar could be ‘acoustic’, 
‘poutique’, ‘electronic’, ‘indie rock’ or ‘hip 


Guitar Effect 
Echo 


hop’. And on top of all that, the cherry on 
the cake is surely the ability to set a marker 
for a particular part of a song - perhaps your 
magnificent, hair-flinging, finger-shredding 
solo near the end – and have the stage 
effects synched to it when it's played. 

It's clear what a step forward this could 
be for the genre. The publishing of the 
songs works as simply and as richly as you 
might expect – they are uploaded to 
GHTunes and then, after setting the name, 
genre, etc, they can be downloaded by 
anyone (see 'Download festival"). You can 
even create cover art for the song should 
you feel artistically inclined. 

Guitar Hero Ill and Guitar Hero Aerosmith 
gave the impression of nothing so much as a 
franchise that was being slowly milked and 
would swiftly see diminishing returns. It 
would be interesting to know whether Guitar 
Hero Ill was, in actuality, a side project for 
Neversoft while working in earnest on this 
incarnation, because GHIV is a genuine 
surprise in terms of both quality and depth. If 
this commitment to innovation and serving 
the brand's fans can be maintained, it 
may have a lot of life left in it yet x 


Download festival 


The layout of GHTunes 
shows room for a great 
deal of community 
involvement in just exactly 
how the DLC is used. There 
are sections for the 'AII 
Time Best’, ‘Rising Star’, 
‘Hot This Week’, ‘Top Artist’, 
and a ‘Showcase’, which 
seems to have most of 

the bases covered. All of 
these, apparently, will be 
chosen by the community 
barring the ‘Showcase’, 
which is a Neversoft pick. 
To this end, every song 
downloaded can be rated, 
and it doesn't seem 
unreasonable to hope 

that you can build up a 
preferences profile over 
time. Still yet to be 
discussed is the potentially 
thorny issue of copyright, 
which, along with 
Activision's talk of memory 
constraints, surely has 
something to do with 
there being no vocal 

tracks on downloads. 


35 


FORMAT: 360, PC, PS3 

PUBLISHER: DISNEY 

INTERACTIVE STUDIOS 
DEVELOPER: BLACK ROCK STUDIO 
ORIGIN: UK 

RELEASE: SEPTEMBER 


Black Rock Studio takes the 
four-wheeled racer airborne 


n first hearing about Pure — 

sun-baked, offroad racing with a 

crunchy sense of connection to the 
track - it's impossible to imagine how the 
game will ever escape from the oppressive 
shadow of MotorStorm. See it run for ten 
minutes, however, and you'll never think that 
again. Pure is shaping up to be knockabout 
arcade-style showboating at its slickest, and 
if it calls to mind any other titles at all, it's 
the SSX series. 

The first point of departure from 
Evolution's mud-splattered gameplan is the 
choice of vehicle. Rather than MotorStorm's 
interlocking gearhead ecology, ranging from 
bikes to trucks, Black Rock Studio, the 
Brighton-based developer of Pure, is focusing 
on a single machine. It seems odd at first, 
and, moreover, that the chosen machine 
should be a quad bike. To many, quads 
merely conjure up images of blood-soaked 
stag trips and celebrity head injuries, and the 
vehicles themselves, seemingly formed in an 
unholy union between an ageing mechanical 
rodeo machine and an upmarket ride-on 
lawnmower, seem lacking in the necessary 
charisma needed to maintain an entire game. 

In fact, the choice of vehicle may prove 
Pure's masterstroke. "They've got four 


Pure continues Disney's move away 
from licences towards new IP, as seen 
previously with Spectrobes. Avent 
suggests that he's actually freer to go 
in new directions now his studio is 
owned by the publishing giant 


wheels and are car-like, but they're also light 
enough to jump," explains game director 
Jason Avent, who's roused himself from his 
sickbed and been pumped full of Beechams 
to demo the game (which may explain why 
he spends so much of the presentation 
accidentally switching the slideshow off). 
"They're perfect for us. We wanted to do a 
game that's fun, fast, and all about jumping 
really high." 

The engine of Pure is the jump and trick 
system — a careful balance that entirely 
controls the game's feel, giving the individual 
tracks an addictive, hard-soft pacing to them, 
alternating between twisting gravel bursts 
and empty, soaring flight. Airborne tricks fill 
your boost meter – hardly a revolution in 
itself, but what's new here is that as the 
meter rises, it makes a wider variety of tricks 
available, each mapped to a different face 
button. Once the meter is completely full, 


Formerly Climax Racing, the force behind the MotoGP 
series, Black Rock is a two-team studio. Besides Pure, 
it's working on another unannounced racing project 


you're free to pull off a reality-shattering 
Super Trick, a grinning cartoon chunk of 
frothing nonsense that sees your rider 
breakdancing mid-air, or leaving the bike 
briefly to mess about alongside it. In turn, 
crashes lower the boost meter. Taken 
together, the whole system adds a risk/ 
reward element of resource management to 
racing: use the boost often, but sacrifice 
better tricks, or trick your way to a massive 
boost burst which you could possibly lose 
with a single bad landing. 

Added to this is the ability to pre-load 
jumps, a push-pull thumbstick mechanic that 
allows for longer, higher leaps. Pre-loading 
allows you to effectively choose your 
trajectory, warping the racing line into the 
third dimension. The tracks themselves are 
built with this in mind — a crazy tumble-dryer 
of leaps and gulleys, looping through 
locations ranging from Italy to Thailand, 


Some will be disappointed 
that Black Rock is aiming for 
a 30fps framerate. The team 
has favoured draw distance 
and detail, and adds that 
keeping the rate locked at 30 
takes priority over having a 
higher rate that drops frames 


Crashes are kept quick, with a brief crashcam followed by 
immediately being kicked back into the race at full speed. 
"You should never stop in a good arcade racer," says Avent 


and on to something that initially looked 
like Mordor but turned out to be New 
Mexico. The team call it Vertigo Rush, as 
quads descend almost out of the clouds, 
passing through the struts of a cable-car 
tower and chaining tricks together 
throughout. Black Rock isn't allowing 
anyone to get hands-on with the game at 
the moment, so it's impossible to tell how 
the brutal onscreen action actually 
translates, but we had to regularly remind 
ourselves that Pure isn't a downhill racer, 
given the sense of inevitability and forward 
momentum it exudes. 

Tracks won't deform as you drive 
them - Black Rock is unwilling to hand 


the racing line over to providence — but on 
our quick viewing of the Wyoming level, 
Pure's multiple-path nature becomes 
immediately apparent: starting with 16 
other racers, players quickly find themselves 
alone on a soaring mountain byway, and 
the developers admit that a big part of the 
game's appeal is the way alternate routes 
are discovered as you master jumping. 

For variety, a game-spanning online mode 
supports up to 16 players, and in place of 
widely different vehicles, Pure allows you to 
put a bike together from scratch, starting, 
rather intimidatingly, with just a frame. Every 
component has a noticeable affect on your 
performance, and meters in the corner of the 


creation screen update you on what kind of 
bike you're building. 

Avent thinks that, with Pure, his team 
has created a new subgenre: "off-road 
trick-racing". Until audiences have had a 
chance to see how the game actually 
handles, there's no way of telling what what 
has truly been achieved, but Pure is certainly 
looking the part. Quads have always been 
the willingly ugly duckling of motorsports — 
this may be the point that they turn 
into swans and take off x 
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Start your engines 


Black Rock Studio has a long 
and honourable tradition of 
working with in-house 
technology - often with an 
odd name attached. 

Back in its days as 
Climax Racing it was using 
a system known as BLIMEY 
to cut months out of 
development cycles, and 
these days, artists and 
coders alike can be found 
using TOMCAT and NIPPLE 
(so-called because it allows 
you to tweak things, so we 
can only assume the former 
yowls and makes a nuisance 
of itself). Avent admits the 
team is even thinking of 
dreaming up a backronym 
for Pure. Surely that's what 
forums are there for? 
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Just when you thought you 


Kure hopes Mafia II will avoid the failings of the original: 


ime 


The swinging '4Os 


When we ask Kure about 


the part redemption played 
in the previous game, with 


the player switching sides 
to take on his old bosses, 
he suggests loyalties are 


now more fluid: "It is quite 


possible to switch sides in 
Mafia Il. However, it is not 
a predefined action and 
players' decisions set the 
path for the story." 

- A respect system is 
already visible on the 
minimal HUD - but Kure 
will not say if this 
determines your loyalty 
between factions. It is 
known, however, that if 
your respect gets too low, 
you may find yourself 
sleeping with the fishes. 


were out, they pull you back in 


e have done our best to keep in 
W spirit with reality, but it's not our 
main criteria for Mafia Il. Gameplay 
and fun outweigh reality." So says 2K 
Czech's Lucas Kure, senior producer on 
the sequel to the open-world period action 
adventure from 2002. Fidelity to reality was 
perhaps that first game's most striking 
feature, occasionally at the expense of 
actually being a pleasurable experience 
The cars' handling was perhaps a little too 
credibly rickety for the period in which it 
was set, and maybe the police a little too 
diligent in punishing speeding. You could 
even run out of fuel. How far the sequel 
pursues realism is a big question. 
“We are in the middle of balancing 
gameplay where disobeying the speed limit 


is concerned,” says Kure. “It won't be so 
difficult to get rid of the consequences. 
Players will be provided with alternatives to 
escaping by car to lose the police.” 

Similarly, while the feature remains, 2K 
Czech has lessened the consequences of 
running out of fuel. “The drivers in the city 
always keep fuel in the tanks of their beloved 
cars,” says Kure. “The player may sometimes 
come across a vehicle with fuel only in its 
reserve tank. This is impossible to overlook, 
and the driver will have a chance to get some 
fuel before it is too late. However, it will 
never be a problem for the player to travel 
some other way.” 

Whereas the previous game restricted 
the stealing of cars to those you had been 
trained to break into and hotwire, all the cars 


“We are aware it contained some moments the players 
had big difficulties overcoming. At some moments, it was 
only the story that drove the players to finish the game” 
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The control scheme has been revised to reflect that the 
game is no longer primarily developed for the PC – 

although that version will support the 'classic' controls 
through the mouse and keyboard as well as gamepads 


of Mafia Il are ripe for the taking. Some will 
be trickier than others, Kure tells us, but 
refrains from expanding on this. But while 
the sequel steps a little further back from 
simulation, it's evident from the screenshots 
that it will improve on its predecessor's 
benchmark-setting level of world-building. 
The level of detail in the Manhattan-like 
city of Lost Heaven is phenomenal. Citizens 
walking the streets do so with a purpose. 
They are no longer pavement-filling fodder, 
but individuals with observable routines — 
setting out to eat, go shopping or meet 
others, before returning home again 

Mafia was not really a game pulled 
straight from the GTA mould, despite its 
sprawling city — it was a much more linear, 
directed affair — the city providing a rich, 
high-fidelity backdrop to an epic crime story. 
It's not clear how true this will be of its 
follow-up, although the story promises to be 
just as elaborate and excellently written as 
before. Then, the narrative was motivation 
enough to overlook the game's occasional 
frustrations — now, with greater degree of 


You play the role of Vito who, upon returning from the war, finds himself caught between 
two warring mafia families, and rapidly inveigled into crime by his childhood friend, Joe 


choice over it's outcome, the sequel t2 
really does look set to be the Don. 
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How is the open world coping 
with its post-Niko panic attack? 


andemic wants to tell you how 

Mercenaries is different from the 

GTA franchise. It's all about over-the- 
top action, not taking yourself too seriously, 
having more guns than you could ever need, 
and very large explosions – lots of them. 
Pandemic is right: it is different. It's testament 
to how far Rockstar has come that these 
games no longer feel similar simply because 
they share a degree of freedom. And by the 
same token, Mercenaries, while it goes one 
better than any predecessors, feels a little like 
an evolutionary dead-end. Pandemic has 
certainly extended the freedom with which 
you can destroy your surroundings, and that 
may be all it needs to do to make a hilarious, 
riotous game — but you can't help feeling 
that this exists in place of bigger ambitions. 

That said, Mercenaries 2 may very well 

excel at serving up freeform mayhem even if 


it makes no attempt to exceed that remit. 

In a presentation at a recent EA press day, 
Pandemic's senior producer Jonathan 
Zamkoff said that he always wanted the 
player to be thinking ‘Can 1...?' — be that in 
reference to commandeering helicopters, 
detonating petrol stations or bringing down 
entire skyscrapers — and for the answer to 
always be 'Yes'. And, so long as the player 
limits his questions to whether or not he can 
blow something up, Mercenaries 2 looks 
largely to deliver on its promises. 

Once again, the game drops you into the 
shoes of a punky Nordic gun-for-hire, but 
this time drops those shoes into a future 
Venezuela. Corrupted by sudden oil wealth, 
Venezuela provides the player with 64 square 
kilometres to brutalise, populated by warring 
factions with which to align yourself or 
violently oppose. As you perform missions, 


Mercenaries 2 is geared toward widespread destruction 
but does curb your excesses a little, penalising you for 
dead innocents. There aren't many of them about, though 


Zamkoff says the Venezuelan government was none too 
happy with the country's portrayal in the game, claiming 
it was the product of a propaganda campaign against 
the regime and even a precursor to a US-led invasion 


your paymasters give you access to their 
stores from which ever more excessively 
lethal equipment can be purchased. In the 
build we played, there were 16 flavours of 
airstrike alone. 

At one point during our play session, we 
landed our helicopter on an oil rig, leapt out, 
aiming at the very structure on which we 
were standing with the most devastating 
kind of airstrike, before leaping back in and 
attempting to take off. Engulfed in flame, 
the helicopter's rotorblades began to spin 
just as the platform plunged into the sea. 
Highly incompetently, we drowned, but the 
opportunity was there for a thrilling piece of 
emergent action – the aircraft skimming the 
surface of the waves and taking to the air as 
the rig crashed into the water around us. 
Mercenaries 2 looks like it could frequently 
produce such sugar-rush highs, but you 
suspect that it’s the kind of game that tries 
to make a meal out of sweets and beer. 
Post-GTAIV, do gamers hanker for 
something a little more nutritious? x 


Fuel is the main economy in Mercenaries 2, 
and possession of those assets is an 
essential way of generating income. While 
they make pretty explosions, tankers are 
more useful when tagged and air-lifted 

to the safety of your own oil reserves 
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Swede cheeks 


Returning character 
Matthias Nilsson has been 
betrayed by the ruler of 
Venezuela and shot in the 
backside — an incident 
which has set up his 
country-wrecking rampage. 
Pandemic says it has a 
Hollywood scriptwriter 
on board, and we look 
forward to seeing what 
other forms of character 
motivation have been 
woven into the plot. 
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Get your 
motor running 


The film's car chases are 
stunningly choreographed 
skin-of-the-teeth escapes 
through populous cities, 
built around Bourne's 
capacity for invention 

as much as the fight 
sequences. The game's first 
chase sequence is anything 
but, presenting you with a 
throaty Mini and a relatively 
linear route down which to 
dodge police. There are 
many little niggles here, 
perhaps the most obvious 
coming when you reach an 
objective only to be told 
that it's blocked and you 
have to perform another 
circuit before it's unblocked. 
This kind of repetition 
comes across as cheap. 

But yet again, The Bourne 
Conspiracy shows its 
frustrating ability to 
implement brilliant ideas 
amid the dross - the 
adrenaline metre can be 
used to slow down time for 
a few seconds, allowing 
some brilliant manoeuvres 
and escapes that would 
normally be beyond the 
player's capacity. 
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Jason Bourne's a master of succeeding in the most unlikely 
situations, but can he inspire a decent licensed game? 


espite being action thrillers and 

hugely popular, the Bourne source 

material isn't the obvious choice for 
videogame treatment it might seem. Thing is, 
Jason Bourne is quite good at being covert, 
dealing with a handful of enemies in short 
order, and then running away. In the novels, 
he's not even an assassin. So despite the 
action thriller label, there's no easy 
translation into the run'n'gun template on 
which videogames so often depend. 

Developer High Moon Studios is well 

aware of this, and has concentrated its 
efforts on bringing Bourne's particular skillset 
to the fore. Enemies can be instantly taken 
down (if your adrenaline meter is full 
enough) using the environment. Bourne can 
move silently, creeping behind foes and 
quietly incapacitating them. Several big 
Sequences are chases, you're always 


outnumbered by terrorists and police, and 
Bourne frequently decides on new objectives 
as you move through the level. 

Sounds great, right? In practice, it's 
disappointingly mixed, and despite these 
elements The Bourne Conspiracy somehow 
still manages to be full of cover-based 
firefights against crowds of foes. It's also 
incredibly linear — which isn't a problem in 
itself, but is annoying when your super- 
capable superspy is blocked from going in a 
certain direction by a few upturned bins. 

The hand-to-hand combat can look very 
good in motion but is clumsy and repetitive 
to control: fights involve you performing 
two-button combinations and blocking 
enemy attacks, etc, until you've built up 
enough adrenaline. You press a button, and 
Bourne executes a context-sensitive move 
that puts the enemy down. 


There are some decent environmental effects on show — 
hiding behind the bookshelves here sees volume upon 
volume flying off the shelves as enemies try to shoot you 


Bourne's ‘improvisational’ nature doesn't apply to his 
route through the game: see those linked barriers in 
the background? Your fearless and resourceful secret 
agent can't get past them — which does mitigate your 
admiration for all the other pretty stunts he can pull off 


These takedowns are both the game's 
strength and its Achilles heel: they look 
fantastic, and the environment makes a 
difference to the manner in which Bourne 
executes the move. But they're nothing more 
than short cinematics, and don't really 
provide a feeling of accomplishing anything 
other than that most modern of maladies, 
pressing the ‘win’ button. Ultimately, hand- 
to-hand combat becomes tiresome and it's 
preferable to clear out a room of enemies 
with guns — which makes The Bourne 
Conspiracy much more formulaic fare than 
it could be. 

On that note, you can't switch between 
hand-to-hand and weapons - Bourne 
automatically engages enemies when they're 
close enough. In the middle of a firefight, 
this is suicidal, and your inability to escape 
the situation is both untrue to the character's 
abilities and a frustrating flaw in the combat 
system. You can manoeuvre so that your 
opponent is blocking incoming fire, but this 
will rarely stop everything, and your health 
diminishes extremely quickly on the higher 
difficulty levels. It's also impossible to pick 
up melee weapons for regular use, which 
seems a little odd. 

If this seems a little too harsh on The 
Bourne Conspiracy, it's only because it 
succeeds in presenting its adventure so 
slickly that the creakiness of its design is 
a painful contrast. There's little of the 
portmanteau improvisation of the films 
here, just a succession of QTEs and corridors. 
Although The Bourne Conspiracy certainly 
has its moments, it looks as if High Moon has 


failed to find the key to designing 
around this difficult licence x 


LucasArts attempts to bridge the Star Wars movies 
new and old - but is this a timeline best left uncharted? 


Larger enemies are dispatched, slightly disappointingly, via 
God Of War-style QTEs. The sight of a giant primary-coloured 
Xbox button or Wii Nunchuk chips away at the immersion 


he core design philosophy is that 
T a Jedi never has to look for keys," 
states a LucasArts representative 

during a recent press showing of the new 
interactive addition to the Star Wars saga. 
On this score, he is certainly right — no door 
encountered in the game can withstand 
more than a few button presses before 
folding backwards. The problem is, when you 
have the full power of the Force behind you, 
not only do you not have to look for keys, 
you don't have to do very much at all. 

During the early levels, at least, Force 
Unleashed pushes the balance of power past 
its tipping point. Cast as Darth Vader's secret 
apprentice in a slightly awkward retrofit 
storyline that bridges the gap between 
Episodes IIl and IV, your command of the 
Force makes progression through the game 
almost a procession — in some respects, it's 
more executive toy than game. A tap of the 
right trigger button allows you to lock on to 
inanimate objects and adversaries alike and 
throw them around using the analogue 
sticks. With such a powerful string firmly tied 
to your bow, the dilemma you face when 
locked in a room filled with enemies is not so 


There is limited scope for innovation during battle — at one 


point, we managed to use the Force to slam a door behind us, 
locking out our pursuers. Rancor are another matter, however 


much ‘how will | survive?’ as it is ‘how will 
| dispose of them this time?’ 

Force Unleashed's levels are specifically 
designed to incite the player to generate 
mischief. Your opponents (which span both 
sides of the Empire/Rebel divide) can be 
thrown into glass panels, hurled through 
door panels or just casually tossed over a 
chasm. If the numbers game dictates that 
you don't have enough time to deal with 
your assailants individually, you can simply 
swing the nearest object around, taking out 
multiple targets in one fell swoop. 

NaturalMotion's much-heralded Euphoria 


End-of-level boss characters are present and correct. 
Here, they also have access to the Force, ensuring that the 
game's long, sprawling battles have a sense of the epic 
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animation engine makes its second gaming 
appearance after GTAIV, and seems at a 
glance to have found itself the perfect foil 
in the form of Unleashed's physics-based 
mayhem. The spectacle of an airborne 
Stormtrooper, limbs flailing in a futile war 
against the Force, is perhaps too comical 
to be credible, but gives enough of a 
spectacle to suggest mere ragdoll physics 
have finally had their day. The technology, 
however, is perhaps wasted in a game where 
throwing Stormtroopers around has so little 
consequence beyond audiovisual reward 
Force Unleashed isn't just a piece of 
interactive entertainment, though: it's to 
become a multimedia project encompassing 
everything from action figures to comic 
book adaptations to roleplaying games. 
It is hitting everything, it seems, but the 
silver screen, and thus Star Wars aficionados 
must surely view the videogame arm of this 
merchandising juggernaut as the next best 
thing to the Episode 3.5 movie that will 
never be. At this level of demand, Force 
Unleashed is something of a success. The 
opening level, in which the player, in the 
guise of Darth Vader, cuts a swathe through 
the Jedi en route to discovering his young 
apprentice-to-be, compensates for what it 
lacks in interactive depth with cinematic 
bombast. A game for Star Wars fans to 
embrace, then, but not necessarily for 
the game itself ¥ 


irresistible vs 
immovable 


Australia-based Chrome 
Studios, charged with 
porting Force Unleashed 
to Wii, has found itself 
between a rock and a hard 
place - caught between the 
duality of the demand for a 
Wii title and the 
obvious. matchmaking of 
the of е “йс 


former. Force powers are 
restricted to the Nunchuk's 
analogue stick, while the 
Remote is primarily used for 
operating the Lightsaber, 
although obviously not on 
the one-to-one movement 
basis that exists in every 
Wii owner's dreams. In an 
attempt to compensate for 
the loss of graphical fidelity 
and Euphoria, Chrome is 
developing exclusive | 
content, including all-new 
levels and a gladiatorial 
multiplayer game. 
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Examining your balls 


As well as the black and 
green gooballs, there are 
several other varieties with 
tweaked capabilities. White 
gooballs aren't as flexible, 
but can form more 
connections and are thus 
perfect foundations for 
larger structures. Clear balls 
bond to one other gooball, 
allowing you to form 
strings (particularly useful 
for picking up errant 
packets of gooballs on 
lower levels). Each of these 
also has a different 
elasticity to it, so structures 
built with green gooballs 
will be much more springy 
than those constructed with 
white, which are much more 
solid. The only concern thus 
far has to be over the 
addition of spiky gooballs 
and heat-resistant gooballs: 
the specificity of their 
attributes doesn't seem to 
imply the same level of 
design innovation as the 
basic models. 


It's in a wibbly wobbly wild and 
wonderful world of its own 


orld Of Goo has a bit of history 

behind it. It's an extension — 

although it might be more accurate 
to call it an explosion — of an idea that first 
found expression in 2D Boy's Tower Of Goo 
(an Internet Game Of The Month way back 
in E149). And that idea's simple — elastic 
gooballs that can bind to each other and be 
formed into shapes. Thanks to the intuitive 
controls and excellent physics, it's a hugely 
tactile interface and fun to simply mess 
around with. But can those basics stretch 
to something more fully formed? 


A few of the early levels (this scene is from further into the game) depend on the application of physical 
first principles, using the gooballs to trigger basic mechanisms that help you inch ever closer to the exit 
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They most certainly can. The mos 
inspired thing about World Of Goo is that it 
keeps those basics simple. While the desire to 
tinker and add abilities to the gooballs may 
has lost some of the subtle magic of their 
interplay, World Of Goo concentrates on its 
holy trinity of stretching, binding and physics 
So while there are some new types o 
gooball, they're variations of the standard 
black model: a green gooball, for example, 
can be disconnected from the goo scaffold 
and re-positioned (black ones stay in place 
permanently) but is otherwise identical; that 
tiny change fundamentally alters your 
approach to the challenges 

And the levels are what World Of Goo 
is really all about. Tower Of Goo had the 
basics, but the aim was to simply build your 
goo scaffold as high as possible – that was 
the game. Those tools now have to be 
used to negotiate environments: obstacles, 
outcrops and gaps stand between your 
gooballs and the pipe that acts as the level's 
goal (you have to get a certain number of 
gooballs in to pass the level). Your 
constructions thus have to be all the more 
elaborate, maximising distance and strength 
with as few gooballs as possible, frequently 
ending up all the wobblier, and within 
touching distance of the goal while teetering 
on the precipice of total collapse. 

It's this urge to maximise your resources 
that gives many of the game's levels a depth 
that belies first appearances. Bridging a short 
gap isn't a new type of problem, but doing 
it with a waving mass of goo that develops 


It's easy to play spot-the-influence and pick out Tim 
Burton or even Rugrats in World Of Goo, but the most 
important thing is that the creatures which comprise 
its world have a charm way beyond the stick-a-pair- 
of-eyes-on-it school of design, despite being merely 
passive observers to your treks upwards and outwards 


a mind of its own as it gets larger is 
something different. Similarly, building 
around buzzsaws or through narrow gaps of 
spikes (using balloons to keep your structure 
afloat) develops into a dynamic, animated 
challenge once the goo starts growing 

It hardly needs to be pointed out how 
distinctive the art direction is (though it 
should be noted that it runs perfectly well 
on creaky PCs), and in combination with the 
infectious music, World Of Goo is as much of 
an aesthetic achievement as a technical one 
The humour in the world's incidentals and 
signposts bodes well, as do player-sensitive 
tools like 'time bugs' that let you reverse 
moves. The only caveat with World Of Goo 
is that only one chapter of five is currently 
playable, and whether the standard of 
invention can be escalated beyond that has 
yet to be seen. But even going on the limited 
amount seen thus far, it's definitely 
something to watch out for. x 


The white gooballs are a little less flexibile than their 
counterparts, a quality you'll be glad of after watching 
tall constructions slowly topple over one too many times 
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Brutal offroad racing says aloha to Hawaii, 
then ruins the peace with some monster trucks 


"1 probably get in trouble for saying 

this," says game director Nigel 

Kershaw carefully. "But Pacific Rift 
is to MotorStorm as Wipeout 2097 was to 
Wipeout." Of PS3's European launch titles, 
MotorStorm's chaotic, multi-pathed racing 
was perhaps the one that offered a new 
experience that didn't rely solely on glossy 
hi-def graphics. With courses filled with 
interweaving tracks that favoured each of 
its vehicle types, from big rigs to dirt bikes, 
and А! racers that balanced aggression with 
idiocy, careening through laps against each 
other as much as they did the player, choice 


and strategy were as important as twitch 
reactions and technique. The result was 
a sense of complexity and life that made 
many other racers feel awfully staid. 

It's little surprise, then, that sequel 
Pacific Rift has not attempted to change 
the original's basic design. The biggest 
new introduction is a Pacific island setting, 
based on Hawaii and comprising jungles, 
beaches, volcanic wastes and snowy 
mountains. These varied terrains will be a 
marked relief from the reddish relative 
monotony of those found in MotorStorm's 
depiction of the dramatic but barren 
Monument Valley. Imaginative flourishes 
abound, such as enormous rusting anti- 
aircraft guns in an overgrown WWII airfield. 
But for all the bombast, the emphasis is on 
naturalistic details. "We want to make it 
realistic or believable, so no Aztec statues, " 
Kershaw says, reminding us of Evolution's 
history developing the World Rally 
Championship series. 


Reacting to criticism that the first 
MotorStorm didn't include the option 
of splitscreen multiplayer, Pacific Rift 
will feature fourplayer local play in 

addition to 16-player online racing 


Pacific Rift will feature 16 tracks spread over the various different 
terrains of the island — double the number that featured in the original 
game. The race structure will feature more choice compared to its 
predecessor, with the vehicle selection for events affecting the path 
taken through them and unlocking a sequence of related rides 
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The abundance of vegetation and water 
in the setting also promises to add further 
complexity to races. Water will cause drag, 
slowing vehicles down, especially the likes 


of the light dirt bikes, while heavy rigs 
will plough through with their strong 
momentum. It will also feature buoyancy, 
causing lighter vehicles problems in deep 
pools and flows, carrying them off course. 
On the plus side, it will also cool engines, 
recharging boost reserves. Vegetation will 
cause still more hindrance to the lighter 
vehicles, with thick grass, bushes and 
branches impeding them and potentially 
sending them flying. Again, larger vehicles 
will be able to crash through, giving the 
wilier bike riders a chance to exploit their 
cleared trails. Overall, courses will feature 
many more interactive features, with log 
towers collapsing when hit to make big 
obstructions. "We can finally do stuff we 
wanted to do in the first," explains Kershaw. 
The result of a more dynamic racetrack 
is the need for better Al, so the system has 
been overhauled. "It's less obviously rubber- 
banded than the original because the Al is 
better at turning in laps and dealing with 
their complexity," explains Kershaw. He 
claims that it's even more player-centric and 
focused on entertainment, visibly indicating 
that it's aware of human drivers with the Als 
showing frustration and hostility through 
animations and the way they drive. 
Though it currently looks slightly rough, 
with a lack of flying mud and some sparse 
vegetation, Kershaw says that his team has 
a lot more time for polishing compared 
to what they experienced working on 
MotorStorm. "It's not a luxury, it's a 
necessity," he says. But with a strong 
template to build from, it will be a 


shock if Rift doesn't achieve all 
the first game did and more. 
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Eden's stylish lines and abstract 
backgrounds might not seem like 
traditional platforming fare but your 
quest to explore and climb ever higher 
is a reassuringly traditional challenge 


Grow forth and prosper with an innovative platformer 
that could be a Mario for the Flash generation 


atch Eden in action and you'll think 
W it's pretty. Play it before anyone 

explains what's going on and you'll 
retreat, entranced by its florescent panache 
but bewildered by its lack of recognisable 
gaming vocabulary. There's an insect-thing 
you manoeuvre through an environment 
filled with growing plant-like tendrils and 
floating shapes, but such is the abstract 
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design that attempting to decipher what's 
going on unaided is like learning German by 
watching Downfall without subtitles. 

You have little direct control over your 
bug-like character. Instead you move by 
rotating an arrow to select a trajectory, firing 
you through the air and gently influencing 
its arcing flight with a subtle aftertouch. 

So far, so whatever - is this an interactive 
screensaver or an actual game? Is the man 
with the funny moustache angry or just 
easily excited? It was enough for several 
journalists playing it for the first time at 
Sony's recent PlayStation Day to make 
excuses and flee the scene. Which was a 
shame because if they'd stuck around to 
understand it they would've discovered 
what's shaping up to be an unusual and 
entrancing platformer. 

The object is actually simple: by climbing 
the foliage your character can reach large 
star-shaped objects — on touching them they 
explode to release pollen, which is collected 
by large empty bubble-like seeds. Once filled, 
these can be 'germinated', erupting into 
stylish conflagrations of leaves and fronds 


The next instalment in the classic psycho-horror series is 
definitely horrific but not always in the way fans might hope 


he transition as a new developer 

takes over a successful and beloved 

franchise is nerve-wracking. The 
build-up is fraught with worry – does the 
new team really understand the game? Will 
it change it too much - or not enough? That 
The Collective loves and reveres Silent Hill is 
in no doubt — it used its own time and 


While monster design is 
definitely very Silent Hill, there's 
currently a lack of tension in 
their simplistic charging attacks 


money creating a demo to seal the deal with 
Konami. But love isn't always enough. 

The reprise of series-familiar elements is 
frequent: grey streets wreathed in fog, a 
troubled wanderer drawn by an inescapable 
sense of dread, and lead pipes swung with 
the elegance of a Sunday golfer. What's 
worrying, however, are the rough edges — 
especially for a game reliant on the subtleties 
of both its atmosphere and often ambiguous 
characters. In fact, there's a retro feel to the 
bland textures and inertly inorganic 
environments, which are by far the strongest 
features this shares with the PS2 originals. 

Storytelling feels similarly clumsy. Alex is a 
war veteran, something the developer feels it 
has to emphasise, perhaps worried we'd 
forget, by having his dog tags hang outside 
of a bulky military jacket. The level we played 
saw Alex's arrival home in Sheppard's Glen, 
the town adjacent to Silent Hill. It's an event 
that doesn't just lack suspense but actively 
avoids it. Alex's house is sheathed in an 
ethereal limbo, his mother is barely lucid, and 
there's a slit-faced, hook-handed monster in 
the flooded basement. All things that barely 
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Yes, it is a real game. You move your character through 
the world by jumping from leaf to frond. Hitting the 
ground results in a loss of pollen which you need to 
germinate seeds and grow new plants to climb 


that enable you to progress higher in search 
of more pollen. You can also attach a thin 
silken strand as you leap, causing you to spin 
around in loops, either to collect pollen in 
the sweeping arc of the cord or to slingshot 
yourself into new locations. Once mastered 
it's a natural and spontaneous experience 
that's seeding fertile ground for a captivating 
PSN classic to be. Easy buzzwords for 

pub discussion? This year's Flow. x 


Environments are suitably creepy, although utterly inert. 
Bump into a table, for instance, and nothing moves. Any 
illusion of an oozing organic nightmare world is spoiled 


register as you're tasked with finding fuel 
to power a water pump. 

There are some promising moments: a 
flashback between Alex and his missing 
brother — the catalyst for his return — is 
touchingly told from a firstperson view, 
letting you experience his memories, and 
Akira Yamaoka's inimitable soundtrack is 
as evocative as ever. But from what we've 
seen, Homecoming is in need of some 
serious TLC if it's to please fans. Or, 
indeed, gamers in general. x 


An American film crew's visit to the haunted village 
of the first game finds it anything but abandoned 


he sight-jacking Japanese horror 
; game returns to its roots by retelling 

the story of what took place during 
the events of the first PS2 release. This time, 
it's through the eyes of a new group of eight 
everyday antiheroes. Instead of the original's 
Japanese characters, SCE's Japan Studio has 
made the majority of its cast foreigners, 
pinning a story around an American film 
crew visiting a village where ritual sacrifices 
are rumoured to have taken place in the past 
in a likely attempt to give this Japan-centric 
franchise a more international audience. 

Technically, Siren is also focused on 

taking advantage of some of PS3's technical 
advances: the graphics, of course, have 
been hugely improved and the environments 
in particular are detailed, but its all very inert: 
there's little in the way of dynamic elements 
that react to the player's presence. Much of 


Although you play through the episodes as different 


characters they often team up to deal with a threat together. 
The Al seems particularly adept at kicking zombies off of you 


the game takes place during the night, which 
allows for the lighting effects to be shown 
off, but despite your handy flashlight it can 
sometimes be a little difficult to see where 
your character is headed - this is not helped 
by a camera which zooms in and out 
depending on your proximity to high walls 
and the like. Rumble is incorporated in what 
the developer calls the 'Alarm System', which 
begins to simulate a pulsing heartbeat when 
you are close to danger — and Sixaxis 
functionality is used for specific moments of 
struggle, such as when an enemy attempts 
to force its way through a door while you're 
trying to slam it shut 

This emphasis on action is quite a change 
from previous Sirens, although direct 
confrontation is often fatal. One-on-one 
fights can be won but, beyond that, your 
chances of survival are very slim unless 


Instead of the originals" 
terrifying flash of your 
enemy's view when they 
see you, now the screen 
splits to show their view 
permanently – a convenient 
decision to be sure, but 
we're unsure it can sustain 
the same state of tension 


Even outside, Siren's environments аге claustrophobic – 
though at least out here you've got a decent chance of 
escaping foes. Find them indoors, and you're in trouble 


equipped with a rare firearm — moving 
around undetected using sight-jacking is the 
best course of action. If that makes it sound 
less than action-packed, suffice it to say that 
fans of previous versions may find this one a 
bit too action-orientated. Though 
cumbersome and imprecise, combat is 
simple, if not simplistic, focusing on the 
square or R1 button and reacting to pressure 
for more powerful blows. The team has 
stated that it wants New Translation to be 
accessible to any player, and so kills can 
trigger automatically in certain situations. 
Where New Translation, known outside 
Japan as Blood Curse, has built on its 
predecessors is in the welcome abandonment 
of the multiple menu screens. Siren is also 
adopting an episodic structure that fits in 
perfectly with the original's Rashomon-like 
narrative approach, though it now demands 
that it be played in linear sequence, with 
each episode focused on one character. 
Siren has always occupied a distinctive 
position outside Resident Evil and Silent Hill, 
without ever really threatening the 
superiority of either. By removing some of 
the biggest barriers to entry — the slightly 
over-complex controls of the PS2 original 
being the most obvious — this could be 
what SCE hopes: a new beginning LA 
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Another serial killer 


As a firstparty title it's 
interesting to look at which 
aspects of PS3 functionality 
Siren is concentrating on. 
The biggest announcement 
is that, as well as being 
structured in an episodic 
manner, Siren will be 
distributed in 12 
downloadable episodes. 
Much like Alone In The 
Dark, each episode 

is divided into short 
missions and has TV- 
influenced elements with 

а focus on one hero, one 
aspect of the ongoing 
storyline, a cliffhanger 

and dramatic camera 
angles. However, it feels as 
if SCE got cold feet, because 
a Blu-ray retail release has 
now been announced 
alongside the episodes: to 
prevent the latter impacting 
on retail sales, episodes 
will now be released in 
two batches, one before 
and one after the game is 
in the shops. 
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Kratos may have got there first, but Liquid Entertainment 
is determined to do scrap-happy greek-chic differently 


hen we first saw Rise Of The 

Argonauts (E181), three 

distinguishing factors were 
immediately apparent. It was rooted in the 
Greek myths. The realtime combat was 
pivotal and held great promise. And although 
its classification as action game made perfect 
sense, the other half of developer Liquid 
Entertainment's definition — RPG — could 
have been a mythologising flourish rather 
than a taxonomical aid. The fighting was 
present and correct, and a strong narrative 
emphasis was promised, but where were 
the stats? 

More than six months on, a new 
‘production cut’ – a 45-minute edit of a 
two-hour level assembled from elements at 
varying stages of readiness for the game's 
autumn release — has some answers. 
Argonauts' action RPG credentials are lent by 
the fact that the plot and player attributes 
are advanced by victory in battle; it's a genre- 
bender because there are still no stats. No 
trading of numbers. No default onscreen 
furniture — HUD, life bar, lock-on circles. 

No experience points, even. In their place, 
Jason completes ‘deeds’, which he can then 
redeem with his chosen deity for new 
attributes. Arguing that the BioWare/Fable 
model of selecting a good or evil path 
penalises the less partisan adventurer with 
lesser rewards, and that such dualistic 
extremes don't fit the nuanced, humanistic 
morality of ancient Greece, Liquid is instead 
offering a choice of four gods. Allegiance to 
each develops a particular fighting style and 
weapon specialism, and the developer claims 
its weapon-balancing and fair distribution of 
spoils means players can roleplay without 


Previous encounters and exchanges affect the way enemies attack — in the arena melee, any prisoners Jason offended 
earlier will seek him out. Life bars and other displays are shunned for visual signifiers of success and damage in combat 


having to remove themselves from the story 
to manage the maths. The game's rethinking 
of action-RPG convention is loving but also 
blasphemous, and may be its defining 
feature. It seeks to both honour and improve 
upon the core components of the genre. 
There's a similar dynamic at work in the 
games5 treatment of its source material. Rise 
rides roughshod with the story of the Argo 
and the Golden Fleece, but its modernisation 
is piecemeal and thoughtful. Rather than a 
full-body, God Of War-style heavy-metal 
makeover, it's about investing the story with 
modern, movie-style motivation and 
psychological depth. Indeed, set against 
GOW, the game's art direction could be 


described as classical — set in a ‘living Greece’ 


rather than the ruined realms more often 


evoked in games. Children play in city streets, 
foliage blooms by their houses, and stone 
structures are softened by wood. 

When shafts of sunlight stream on to the 
masonry, or female Argonaut Atalanta struts 
on the scene like a thunder-thighed Farah, 
it's hard to avoid memories of early glimpses 
of The Sands Of Time and its own gauzy 
beauty, and visual mood isn't the only quality 
that connects them. Though its action is 
closer to that of Ninja Gaiden or Devil May 
Cry, Rise Of The Argonauts is the kind of 
game it's easy to root for, too — where it is 
trying to change things, it is doing so 
because it knows its genre and what 
frustrations it can provoke. If Rise does 
somehow fail in its heroic quest, it 
won't be for want of good intentions. LA 
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Don't just chop 
it - Argos it 


Combat was always core to 
the Argonauts experience, 
but Liquid's latest > 
presentation revealed 
further details and 
dynamics. Playable hero 
Jason is an all-rounder 
whose abilities evolve 
around his preferences for 
deities and weapons (mace, 
spear, sword, shield). The 
other Argonauts have much 
more specialised remits in 
accordance with their 
mythical reputations (and, 
informally, in a nod to the 
X-Men) - Hercules is 
Greece's strongest man, 
Achilles its greatest warrior. 
We saw three pee 
arena battles: onea _ 
targeted attack by Y guards 
one a free-for-all with 

prisoners, and one a 
pyrotechnic, Dante-duelling 
showdown with Achilles. 
The combat appears 
enjoyable: the camera, 

the soft lock-on and the 
showpiece effects can leave 
the likes of Conan looking 
clunky, and their varied 
natures are another 
encouraging sign that 
Liquid is mindful of the way 
even the most satisfying 
hacking and slashing can 
eventually become dull. 


Jason starts out as king, a conscious challenge to the humble origins most RPGs enforce, but soon there's 
= an upheaval, giving him motivation to succeed. (In the myth, the developer argues, he's a bit of a bore) 


47 


FORMAT: PC 
PUBLISHER: EA 
DEVELOPER: PHENOMIC 
ORIGIN: GERMANY 
RELEASE: TBA 


FORMAT: PC 
PUBLISHER: 505 GAMES/1C 
DEVELOPER: ACTION FORMS 


ORIGIN: RUSSIA 
RELEASE: OCTOBER 2009 


Following the announcement of Company Of 
Heroes Online, EA unveils its own free-to-play RTS 


A has often been maligned as a 

company averse to experimentation, 

but if its recent press day for the 
new EA Games brand was anything to go by 
then this is becoming an increasingly unfair 
criticism, if only in respect of the way it 
handles its customers' money. While 
Battlefield Heroes champions a free-to-play 


One of the developers is The Settlers' creator Volker 
Wertich, which hopefully suggests the game has been 
as well considered as the means by which you pay for it 


scheme for the team shooter genre, 
sustaining itself through a mixture of ad 
support and purchasable items, Battleforge 
attempts a similar thing for the RTS, blending 
in elements of trading-card pursuits. 

A multiplayer game, Battleforge splits its 
offering between co-op and player-versus- 
player. Cards are dragged from your deck on 
to the battlefield in order to summon units — 
different coloured cards representing units of 
differing defensive or offensive types. Cards 
can either be purchased through micro- 
transactions or won from certain campaign 
objectives — kill a particularly powerful enemy 
and it will be added to your deck. 

While the nondescript fantasy stodge 
of its world doesn't really grab you by the 
throat, the focus on co-op offers second-to- 
second gameplay that could potentially set it 
apart. The campaign is fought against an А! 
governed by heavy scripting rather than one 
that dynamically mimics the strategy of a 
human player — but while the solutions to 
the co-op challenges were very limited in the 
demonstration, the developers assured us 
that the game would allow players to come 


Supernatural memory-leeching in the Arctic 
Circle: the Russian answer to BioShock 


ussian publisher 1c has an enormous 
R line-up for the coming year, but the 

star performer is undoubtedly icy 
shooter Cryostasis. The game's developer, 
the Moscow-based Action Forms, gave us a 
brief hands-on with the game at KRI, the 
Russian Game Developers conference. What 
we saw was a grim, moody shooter, strongly 
reminiscent of last year's adventures in 
Rapture. This time, however, the flashbacks 
aren't in the form of tapes and recordings: 
we actually get to play them. 


A 


The frosting and defrosting effects are excellent. Frozen enemies come shambling out of the gloom 
on a regular basis, and a few seem to come shambling out of other familiar shooter franchises, too 
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The central conceit within Cryostasis is 
that the player-character is able to re-live 
the final moments of the various corpses 
he encounters as he explores a ship that's 
trapped in the polar icecap. This strange 
ability manifests itself in brief sequences in 
which the gamer is able to play through 
what happened to the deceased — potentially 
changing the present as the doomed 
character heads towards their fate. This, 
along with the desperate need to stay 
warm by squatting around smouldering 
coals and fizzing lightbulbs, is what sets 
Cryostasis apart from other shooters. In fact, 
despite the rifles and machine-guns, this 
seems to be in another genre entirely: it's 
definitely about survival, and there's plenty 
of scope for horror. 

However, the connection with BioShock 
comes to light in both the towering horrors 
that lurk in the depths of the ship, but also 
in Action Forms' avowed intention to 'do 
things differently'. Despite the Russian 
accents, they sound a lot like a pre-launch 
Ken Levine, and their demonstrations have 
similar esoteric parallels with the early 


As you push through a level, the amount of territory 
you have increases the pool of points from which you 
can draw. Larger units cost more points to bring to 
the battlefield, so are best reserved for the endgame 


up with their own solutions to challenges. 
It's difficult to see how it couldn't end up 
demanding a more freeform approach given 
that players' decks will vary widely, with 200 
possible card types to choose from. 

While RTS fans might baulk at the idea of 
paying for each unit, it's something familiar 
to the world of trading cards – the mixing of 
the two is a canny way of framing micro- 
payments in the context of something 
already well accepted. Even if the game fails 
to capture interest, that alone makes it t2 
something worth watching. 


The game's oppressive atmosphere is augmented by 
frequently being dragged into other people's deaths 
in a series of weird visions amid the raging blizzards 


glimpses of BioShock. The question now is 
whether the low-budget dev team will be 
able to deliver a suitably polished experience 
and make good on their aims of making 
Cryostasis the next great work of 

Russian game design. x 
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THE SPYING GAME 


MIXING ESPIONAGE WITH EXPERIENCE POINTS, OBSIDIAN 
FINALLY PREPARES TO EMERGE FROM DEEP COVER 


anta Ana, California, is one of the 
ragged-edge cities flung out from 
the ever-expanding spill of Los 


Angeles. Not sleepy so much as lazy, its 
sun-lasered configurations of identikit 
buildings seem the results of early 
procedural graphics experiments rather than 
anything in the way of conscious design. By 
day, the population toil in interminable 
business parks; by night, they eat roadkill 
steaks at a vinyl-boothed botulism incubator 


where dinner will typically leave you 
significant change from ten dollars, until 
you factor in the inevitable medical 
expenses incurred during digestion. In 
essence, Santa Ana's the kind of city where 
you spend your time dreaming of escape — 
somewhat fitting since notable residents 
have included Philip K Dick, Marlon Brando, 
and now Obsidian Entertainment. 

Obsidian has been dreaming of escape 
for years: it's the MO of videogame 


developers. Until now it has confined 
those dreams to the heavily trodden 
worlds of space opera and high fantasy, 
making sequels to BioWare's Knights Of 
The Old Republic and Neverwinter Nights. 
Its new production, Alpha Protocol, sees the 
studio escaping for real, breaking out of 
the role of franchise caretaker, and into 
the realms of fresh IP. 

"Any time you have a licence it's both 
confining and very, very helpful," muses 
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From top: lead designer 
Chris Avellone, senior 
producer Ryan Rucinski, 
executive producer and 
Obsidian COO Chris Parker 


Chris Parker, COO and executive producer 
at Obsidian. "It was very easy on KOTOR to 
say: 'Does this fit in the world?' Creating 
new IP, we can go in whatever direction we 
want. Creating boundaries for yourself — 
that's the difficult part." If he sounds unduly 
muted, it's purely a reflection of the 
company's meticulous nature when 
approaching projects. In fact, the team looks 
ecstatic to be finally working on its own 
material. "It feels great," beams lead 
designer Chris Avellone, a man who, in 
certain lights, bears such a resemblance to 
T2's Robert Patrick that you fear the wrong 
question might lead to a three-foot liquid- 
metal finger through the eye. But today, 
Avellone seems relaxed in his cluttered 
office, surrounded by Star Wars memorabilia 
and a figurine of piano-playing Schroeder 
from Peanuts, that model of heads-down 
attention to practice and craftsmanship. "An 
RPG set in the modern world, with people 
talking to each other about real subjects 
that players actually understand?" 

Avellone grins again. "It's very exciting." 


with an emphasis on character-shaping 
and branching storylines. 

"We were looking at what we wanted 
to do after KOTOR,” says Parker. "There's 
not a whole lot of player skill in Knights 
Of The Old Republic - strategic skill, but 
not running and shooting." This decision 
to put the focus on what the team is 
calling ‘action skills’ is defining Alpha 
Protocol, but there’s little chance of 
Obsidian making a spy-based EDF clone. 
“RPGs are really what we do: that’s our 
shtick and we don't intend to deviate from 
that. We've been working with d20 games 
forever, so it was a lot of fun to design a 
new system that does exactly what you 
want it to.” 

The result is a classless system, with ten 
skill categories ranging from weapons to 
stealth and CQC. Sensibly, you'll have a 
chance to see what you like doing before 
specialising, which allows chosen skills to cap 
at level 15 rather than ten. In keeping with 
tradition, the game's economy is based 
around advancement points (experience 


OBSIDIAN 


abilities gained during the game, it’s 
showing up most in the rest of the cast. 
Thorton himself may be blandly handsome 
at the moment (it's uncertain how deep the 
character creation runs, but he currently 
resembles a man who might be demoing 
power tools at the local Homebase if he 
wasn't firmly attached to the neck-breaking 
business) but Alpha Protocol's supporting 
characters are a lot more extreme, ranging 


"WE STARTED REAL-WORLD. IT WAS BORING, SO WE 
MADE IT ALITTLE MORE EXTREME. HOW REALISTIC 
IS IT TO BLINDFIRE A SHOTGUN OVER YOUR HEAD?” 


Alpha Protocol tells the story of 
Michael Thorton, a rookie CIA operative 
forced to turn rogue following the near- 
compulsory betrayal of his team. Seeking 
answers or revenge, depending on your 
choices, Obsidian promises a globetrotting 
narrative of twists, gadgets and nose- 
crunching knee drops. Despite the setting, 
Alpha Protocol remains an RPG at heart, 


i 


i 


Alpha Protocol's perks system ties into 
360 Achievements — 20 headshots, for 
example, may give you a small experience 
bonus as well as helping your Gamerscore 


gained from killing enemies and completing 
objectives) and loot, which can be sold to 
buy upgrades. "We said you can't really find 
a treasure chest in a lair," laughs Parker. 
"Then we thought, well, maybe you can, as 
long as it's a safe filled with heroin." 

There won't be charm spells, but the 
world of Alpha Protocol is not entirely 
realistic. "We started real-world," sighs 
Parker. "It was boring, so we made it a little 
more extreme: not comic-book levels, but 
still, how realistic is it to blindfire a shotgun 
over your head?" Obsidian's term is 
'exaggerated realism', and aside from 
several undisclosed semi-superhuman 


WHAT'S THAT S'POSED TO MEAN? 


With a plot revolving around missing weapons known as SLAGS, and a dialogue system abbreviated to DSS, Alpha 
Protocol has been home to some unfortunate acronyms. SLAGS survived right up until its first contact with the 
European press, when ines such as "You've got to bring me those SLAGS!” didn't generate quite the expected level 
of tension. No replacement has yet appeared, but presumably the team is now catching up with EastEnders to avoid 
further embarrassments. The DSS remains, and may provide a spot of intertextuality for real-life gamer layabouts. 
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from a jailbait teen with twin handguns and 
a hoodie to a silver-fox general sporting the 
kind of outfit that gives you an insight into 
what SS uniforms would look like if they 
were designed by the Samsonite luggage 
team rather than Hugo Boss. "Bad guys in 
suits was too much realism," explains Parker. 
"We wanted characters who stood out and 
were unique." Avellone sums it up more 
succinctly: “We're Kill Bill." 

Locations benefit from the same 
approach. Obsidian aims to make a game 
where world travel amounts to more than 
just a ride on the Palette-Swap Express. 
Avellone admits generic locations can be 
hard to avoid. “There is that danger, so 
we set up a visual style guide for each 
area. It isn’t necessarily super-realistic, but 
we tried to ensure certain colour themes 
are introduced in each location that set it 
apart. The Bourne movies do this really 
well. Moscow in the second movie: it feels 
white as soon as you get there.” From what 
we've seen, the approach appears to be 
working: the super-saturated light of the 
game's Rome areas are immediately 
distinguishable from the cold neon and 
brushed steel of the Asian levels. “1 can say 
of the three different parts of the world 
that are finished, they do look and feel very 
different,” observes Parker. “Our biggest 
challenge has been making those players 
feel the way they think they should feel — 
we've taken a lot of pictures, analysed the 
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"Downloadable content has been discussed," says Avellone, "I think we should 
pursue it, but 1 don't know if a decision's been made. The franchise lends itself to 
that very easily. Once you finish the main game you'll see there's a lot of story left" 


Pistols, assault rifles, SMGs and shotguns 
all feature. You can't pick up enemies" 
guns, but Obsidian says Thorton's own 
arsenal is already far more interesting 


architecture. We try to duplicate the look 
and feel of locations." 

Obsidian isn't yet ready to let anyone 
play Alpha Protocol, but our hands-off demo 
of the game reveals structural similarities to 
Assassin's Creed, even if the attendant 
gameplay is very different. The game's hubs 
are safehouses scattered around the world, 
where Thorton can receive objectives or sell, 
upgrade and equip weapons and armour. 
After a brief tour of the Saudi safehouse, all 
gentle evening light and intricate mosaics, 
it's time to see two of the early missions. 


"Stop shooting the dead bodies," 
sighs Parker to Ryan Rucinski, senior 
producer and possessor of an extremely fine 
handlebar moustache, who's demoing the 
game. Rucinski's working his way through a 
corporate break-in with a simple objective: 
download intel from the CEO's computer. LÀ 
The lighting effects are in place even at this 3j 

early stage, and a charismatic midnight vista A: Ё 
is visible from the office elevator. Even the 

naff corporate artwork on the walls looks 

right. Sneaking is noise-based, but we're 


not getting much of a chance to see that, | 
since the floor is already littered with the 
\ 


corpses of freshly dispatched rentacops. "I'm 
a lot better at shooting people in the head 
than sneaking," apologises Rucinski, as he 
blasts another two guards with a silencer- 
upgraded pistol. It's an illustrative moment, 
and for two reasons. First, it shows the 
variations in approach available: this is 
ostensibly a stealth mission and yet you're 
free to approach it in a more gung-ho 
fashion if you can handle the armed 
response you'll encounter (there's no fail < $, 
penalty for shooting your way in, but you — = 
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will get a roasting from your handler back at 
the safehouse). The second distinction is the 
extent to which the game wants to welcome 
you in, giving you the superspy world of 
headshots and flying kicks, but without the 
brutal admin of dragging bodies out of 
sight and tidying up after yourself – the 
espionage equivalent of being told to make 
your own bed. Guards will trigger alarms 
on finding corpses, and Parker admits that 
if further playtesting reveals players want 
to shunt their victims around then it may 
be implemented, but it's a sign of how 
streamlined an experience Alpha Protocol is 
willing to be in order to find an audience. 
The freedom of approach becomes even 
clearer in our second demo level, a dusty 
Middle East canyon. While there's no doubt 
the player's being tightly funnelled towards 
the objective, a rescue raid on an enemy 
base, once the base itself appears a number 
of approaches are available: a slow crawl 
through cover, sniping your way inwards, or 


an explosive free-for-all followed by some 
frantic zip-lining. 

It's all over rather quickly, but it's 
important to remember that these are 
early levels — bite-sized chunks as the game 
beckons you further in with easy victories, 
before bringing out the more complex stuff. 
Equally, shooting and sneaking is only half 
the fun: Obsidian has given a lot of thought 
to the balance of both the action and RPG 
elements, and reactivity and the dialogue 
system are a big part of the mix. 

"We're used to giving players options as 
to dialogue and how to approach missions," 
says Avellone, explaining that Obsidian's aim 
is that the world will react to what you do, 
both changing the story around your choices 
(who lives and who dies, who you win over 
and who you alienate) and providing 
feedback for your actions via television and 
radio. All of this raises immediate concerns 
about the butterfly effect — early whims 
unwittingly locking you into a certain path 


flowchart and a sample dialogue tree, and 
they both look like master documents for a 
space shuttle launch. It remains to be seen 
whether this dangerous complexity will 
result in an engaging story. 

Central to that answer is the Dialogue 
Stance System, or DSS. Working a lot like 
the Mass Effect dialogue wheel, it has a 
few crucial additions. The first of these is 
a Fahrenheit-style time limit for each 
response. "We want to force decisions in 
dialogue to preserve tension," explains 
Parker, adding that "once you've made a 
choice, you've made a choice." There's no 
playing back through dialogue trees to get a 
better outcome. (Avoiding the potential for 
frustration this may cause, there is no wrong 
answer in most circumstances, just different 
consequences and different rewards.) The 
second refinement is that rather than 
choosing a specific paraphrased response, 
you choose one of three stances: aggressive, 
professional, or suave. 


“THE CHALLENGE FOR RPGS IS THEFE'S A PROBLEM 
WITH ACCESSIBILITY. WE DON’T FLOOD PLAYERS 
ALL AT ONCE, WE IMMERSE THEM IN THE WORLD” 


FACE OFF 


Michael Thorton may prove a surprisingly predetermined presence for 
players more used to the changeable faces of Mass Effects Commander 
Shepherd. Classes are absent and there's no choice of backstory. Facial 
customisation is still under wraps, but will almost certainly include head 
shape, skin tone and haircut. "We wanted to portray a specific experience, 
hence we went for a single character," explains Parker. It was also crucial to 
strike the right compromise in terms of abilities – he's had enough training 
to be capable, but he's not yet a super-agent of Bond-like proportions. 


Brian Mitsoda of Vampire: The Masquerade — Bloodlines 
is the man behind the bulk of Alpha Protocol's script, Ё Ў qup ce 2 
although he's no longer working on it with Obsidian А май SER ae 
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later down the line – but Avellone is 
confident he knows how to play fair. "The 
dossier you get on each character will give 
you indications as to how they'll react in 
any situation. We didn't want to screw the 
player because we didn't give them the 
parameters of how a certain choice will play 
out." He certainly seems to be taking such 
choices seriously: we're shown a mission's 


жения 


As expected, when our group is asked to 
vote on which stance to take in a sexually 
charged encounter between Thorton and a 
mysterious photojournalist, Scarlet Lane, 
the overwhelming winner is aggressive. 
Avellone seems unconcerned that it could be 
unbalanced, however. “I think we just had a 
particularly aggressive bunch of journalists 
in there," he laughs. "We haven't tracked 
this yet, but it seems to break down pretty 
evenly on how players choose to react." 

The system seems to be cleverly nuanced: 
aggression in this case actually plays out as a 
kind of oppressive uninterest from Thorton, 
forcing Lane into over-compensating, 
revealing more than she may have wanted 
to. Paradoxically, playing back with the 
suave approach leads Thorton too far into 
flirtation, making Lane defensive. Clearly, 
the most obvious approach isn't always the 
best - certain characters will even abuse you 
if you're too nice, deciding it must be a 
weakness. Even more than that seen in 
Mass Effect, Obsidian is working to turn 
dialogue into something of a puzzle rather 
than just a means of switching the pace and 
getting boring story out the way. It's also 
encouraging that the quality of the dialogue 
both here and in the missions is uniformly 
high, favouring subtext over exposition, and 
brimming with surprising one-liners. 


So, Alpha Protocol shows a lot of 
promise, but it's too early to tell whether its 
desire for accessibility can also provide 
depth for those that want it. This is 


Alpha Protocol is influenced by what Obsidian calls the three 
JBs — James Bond, Jack Bauer and Jason Bourne. We saw some 
24 graphic novels on desks alongside the usual Star Wars figures 


something Avellone has thought about 
rather a lot lately: "The challenge for RPGs 
going ahead is that there's always been a 
problem with accessibility. One issue we 
had with Neverwinter Nights 2 is when you 
have a lot of interface screens that show a 
lot of number-crunching before you allow 
people to use the number-crunching - that's 
a problem. So instead we immerse them in 
the world, get them playing in the first 
place, and then allow for those additional 
developments. We don't flood the players 
all at once." The team has still made some 
potentially controversial choices, however, 
such as offering unlimited ammo (except in 
the case of very special weapons), and an 
inability to pick up guns from enemies. 
Obsidian is explicit that it really wants 
players to get to the end - or ends - of 
their game, but there's a danger that this 
streamlining of resource management, 
coupled with Alpha Protocol's brand of 
simplified stealth, may result in a game that 
has removed too much of the challenge for 
some of its audience. Alongside the ditching 
of classes and the - increasingly clichéd – 
morality meter, some may argue that 
Obsidian is dismantling scary amounts of 

its own beloved RPG architecture. 

Avellone remains confident his team is 
on the right track, though. "The concern 
we have is that if we specialise too much 
we'll dilute the experience. We could make 
a super-intensive stealth game, but we 
wanted to immerse the player in the story 
rather than get involved in the super nitty- 
gritty." Some will say that with a move 
towards shooting and a dialogue system 
similar to Mass Effect, Obsidian is still 
following in the footsteps of BioWare, but 
that would be unfair. Alpha Protocol seems 
less self-consciously grandiose and po-faced 
in its ambitions, and potentially more 


competent with its action: without the 
stilted, dice-roll firefights of the former 
title, combat is already feeling more 
complex and involving. 

What's certain is that the game's blend 
of twisty story and tightly focused mission 
design is already starting to reap rewards — 
and Obsidian is growing increasingly 
confident. "I'll probably be found dead a 
week later for saying this, but | felt that 
KOTOR2 was perhaps a C+ because it wasn't 
finished," says Avellone. "That's my fault. It 
was an ambitious project but that doesn't 
excuse the fact that you should work within 
the resources that you have. Things got 
better with Neverwinter 2, but | do not 
consider it to be an A product. More of a 
B-. Part of the issue is you're still trying to 
form a team. But eventually everybody 
understands how everybody works, and the 
pipelines get more finalised and you get a 
lot more support. The expansion pack for 
Neverwinter 2 was an A-, and | have very 
high expectations for the future — we're just 
going to get better." If that's true, then the 
cold business of spying just got a lot warmer, 
and Obsidian's days under the radar 
may be gone for good. x 


THE SPYING САМЕ Ж 
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Obsidian has wisely ditched the d20 rule-set and cut back on the number- 
crunching that left many of Mass Effect's players baffled when a game that 
looked like Gears Of War rolled dice behind the scenes. "With Mass Effect, 
to an extent, the numbers got in the way of what you saw on screen," 
agrees Avellone, who admits to being a big fan of BioWare's game. "I felt 
that about KOTOR 1 and 2 as well. | felt the actual way you moved around 
didn't translate into what you actually expected to happen, so we've been 
very conscious of that in Alpha Protocol. The gun and movement mechanics 
feel very natural, and the special abilities complement the action." 


"This is a very traditional RPG under the surface," 
says Avellone. "The entire market has being adding 
RPG elements to action games for quite some time" 


ENT UR | 
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Drecious 
metals 


The makers of Okami finally 
unveil their new projects, but 
under a new master: Sega 


t's an auspicious occasion. We've been 
invited to Sketch, a restaurant just off 
Regent Street in central London that's 
known for its combination of an excellent new 
French menu and schizophrenic interior design 

ts grand 18th century front door leads into a hall 
with two sculptures, plastic casts of what looks like 
Regency furniture with sheets stretched taut across 
them so they can't be sat upon. There's another a 
little further in, by the maitre d's desk, a realistic- 
looking plastic greyhound with its head in an 
overfilled flip-top bin. Alongside these attractions 
snakes a queue of bemused journalists from all over 
Europe. Sega has invited them to a mysterious 
'special announcement', but no one has a clue what 
it's about. Speculation runs through most of Sega's 
back catalogue: a new Jet Set Radio? Daytona? 


Clockwise from left: Atsushi Inaba, Hideki Kamiya, 
Shigenori Nishikawa, Hifumi Kouno, Tatsuya Minami 
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We shuffle slowly into the large, square, domed 
gallery and restaurant space. Projected high on the 
walls all around is a seamless strip of the same 
cryptic video of transparent cubes and numbers 
floating around. We're none the wiser, but this is 
indeed a special announcement, and it has little 
to do with Sega's past. Instead, it's intended to 
represent Sega's future. 

The presentation begins, with Sega Europe 
president Mike Hayes lauding new versions of 
Samba De Amigo and Sega Rally, the success of 
Mario & Sonic At The Olympic Games, and Sega's 
acquisition of the likes of the Football Manager and 
Total War franchises. "But there's one area that's at 
the moment still out of our reach, and it's the area of 
new IP," he continues. "New, innovative, creative 
ideas that set new standards and deliver new 
gaming experiences to our audience, and that's the 
area we want to break into." And the solution is 
communicated by a video, projected all around us of 
sequences from some of the most iconic videogames 
ever made: Viewtiful Joe, Okami, Devil May Cry, 
Resident Evil 4. For all the video's volume, a collective 
sigh is audible. Clover Studio is back. 

Or rather, it is in its new guise of PlatinumGames. 
Sega is here to announce that it has signed the 
studio's first four games, games made by a dream 


Tu 


* ә - 
The decision to make blood the visual highlight is bold and gives 
players unmistakable graphic feedback on their actions. Splats will 
adhere to Jack’s body (and the ground) as a document of his violent 
passage and a relief to the otherwise starkly depicted scenes 


team of ex-Capcom designers and producers 
including Atsushi Inaba, Hideki Kamiya and 
Resident Evil creator Shinji Mikami. Tatsuya Minami, 
PlatinumGames’ CEO and another Capcom alumnus, 
takes the stage, and says: "A lot of people have 
been saying that Japanese developers have lost a bit 
of the sheen they had in previous years. We would 


"A lot of people have been saying that Japanese developers 
have lost a bit of the sheen they had in previous years. 
We would like everyone to know that we are different" 


like everyone to know that we are different." And 
the difference is all about autonomy, as Minami 
explains to us after the presentation: "What it came 
down to was that Sega offered the greatest amount 
of freedom for what we wanted to create." 

The games are MadWorld, a comically 
ultraviolent thirdperson action game for Wii that 
looks like a cross between God Hand and Manhunt 
that's been drawn by Frank Miller; Bayonetta, a 
thirdperson action game for 360 and PS3 and 
designed by Kamiya, who created Devil May Cry, 
Infinite Line, a space exploration RPG for DS; and a 


fourth unannounced game directed by Shinji Mikami. 
From the little we've seen of each, perhaps only 
MadWorld quite maintains the obvious stylistic 
individualism that marked out Clover's output, but 
he line-up still looks robust, creative and exhibits 
that essential ingredient of new IP: vitality. 

Minami and Inaba, along with the directors of 
he three announced games, only travelled to 
London to make the announcement the previous 
day, and they're tired, lounging along a long seat in 
a small pod-like bar room that adjoins the gallery, 
alf-finished warm Champagne glasses before them 

inami's eyes are red-rimmed, but he’s still alert and 
focused. "Sega just said: 'Create what you want to 
create'," he says, turning a packet of cigarettes over 
in his hands. We wonder how long the negotiations 
took to complete — it was, after all, back in 2006 
that Clover was disbanded and Seeds, the initial 
company Inaba and Mikami formed, established. 
"We have been in talks and we've been working 
together for quite some time now," he says. 


f4 А ad 3 
E The Man Darts minigame is initiated by pulling a lever (left), which 
sends Jack on a lift into a new area. The environments are scattered 
With items such as the street sign above and spike-covered walls, 
each of which Jack appears to use in a context-sensitive manner 


MadWorld 


Format: Wii Release: Q1 2009 


“We didn’t want to create a game that is 
depraved or perverse, we wanted to create one 
that was fun and exciting, but happened to 
feature gruesome violence,” explains MadWorld 
director Shigenori Nishikawa. On the screen, 
spectacularly gruff-looking protagonist Jack 
picks up a traffic sign and rams it through an 
enemy's face. The enemy staggers around, 
screaming, his head wildly swinging the sign 

to and fro, before he falls into a river. Finally, 
the water rises in an enormous plume with 
perfect comic timing. 

Forget the proto-emo fripperies of the Tears 
For Fears song. This shares more, in both its 
graphical style and its name, with Frank Miller's 
Sin City. In fact, MadWorld's bold, stark black- 
and-white treatment was the result of wanting 
the blood to stand out as much as possible to 
emphasise the violence. "One of the first things 
we decided was that we wanted to create a 
black-and-white game," Nishikawa explains. "It 
wasn't until after that that we decided to go for 
an American art style, so the idea wasn't based 
on Frank Miller's art. It was a point of reference, 
but without going into other specific influences 
it was just American comics in general. 
Superman, Spider-Man - they all played a part." 

The game is set in a gameshow called Death 
Watch, a setup that has the rules of the show 
define the videogame's missions. Jack has had to 
participate for what Nishikawa describes as 
"personal reasons that will be revealed as you 
play the game". How they'll be structured and 
what they will consist of isn't yet clear, but they 
take place in wide, linear environments of 
dilapidated American streets that are reminiscent 
of Viewtiful Joe's backdrops gone to the dogs, 
with destroyed cars and boarded-up shops 
emblazoned with crooked signs that say things 
like ‘kill shit!’ and ‘we love murder: we kill 
because we care’. 

Scattered around the streets, enemy thugs 
stand almost passively in the version that we 
see. Barely reacting to Jack's presence, as if their 
Al isn't fully active, they allow Nishikawa, once 
he's picked up a Wii Remote and Nunchuk, to 
easily batter them senseless. Pressing A grabs 
them to be thrown easily into convenient spiked 
walls, an action that throws great spurts and 
gobs of crimson blood across the screen, some 
of which adheres to Jack's body. Enemies can 
be treated to a spectacular level of overkill — 
Nishikawa sends another sign through an 
enemy's head and grabs him as he's tottering 
away, then throws him on to the spikes. Apart 


SHIGENORI NISHIKAWA 


Inaba introduces Nishikawa 
during the presentation as 
having worked on Dino Crisis 
2, the Resident Evil remake 
for GameCube and Resident 
Evil 4, then pauses and 

adds the not exactly fondly 
remembered Dino Crisis 3. "1 
wish 1 could forget Dino Crisis 
3," Nishikawa says. MadWorld 
is his first game as a director. 


from his ability to plunge his hand into an 
enemy's chest to tear out his heart (before 
crushing it in a wet, crimson explosion), Jack's 
piecè de résistance is the mechanical device that 
covers his right forearm. From it extends a 
chainsaw that can rend enemies down the 
middle, an action that covers the right side of 
his head in blood. 

If Gears Of War's chainsaw sequences ever 
raised a laugh, there's a lot more to be found 
here. MadWorld is meant to be, first and 
foremost, blackly funny. "We didn't want to 
create a game that was dark; rather, we wanted 
something that was much more comic. Maybe it 
will be a bit too comical for the Japanese market 
but we'll soon find out," Nishikawa admits. A 
case in point is the minigame Nishikawa enters, 
entitled Man Darts, accompanied by the voice of 
an over-enthusiastic announcer. The aim is to hit 
enemies with a baseball bat through a bloody 
parabola into an enormous dartboard. The 
knack, says Nishikawa, is timing the blow, as he 
sends another flying off-target. "I'm actually 
very good at this," he laughs. 

The throws and blows are triggered through 
swinging the Wii Remote in specific ways, 
though Nishikawa won't currently be drawn 
on how the controls work in any detail other 
than to say that the emphasis is on simplicity. 
"Making a game for 360 or PS3 you have a lot of 
buttons at your disposal and the chance that you 
will make the controls too complex. Rather than 
do that, we want to make it simple so you can 
push a button or do a swinging motion and 
make the game do complex actions," he says. 

But while Wii can provide an accessible 
control scheme, the question, of course, concerns 
the people who own the platform. Are the black- 
and-white graphics, spectacular violence and 
stylised game design really appropriate to the 
console's audience? The only comparison is 
Grasshopper Manufacture's No More Heroes, a 
stylised Japanese game designed for a mature, 
international gamer audience. But though it saw 
extensive critical success, No More Heroes didn't 
sell well in Japan and saw only niche success in 
Europe and the US. Was that a worry for the 
team? "Particularly in America it sold fairly 
decently, but that being said we're shooting for 
something different with this game," counters 
Nishikawa. "The only thing that we think it does 
share in common is that it's not a casual family 
game. We feel there's plenty of room for 
success." That's until another black-and-white 
chainsaw-driven actioner arrives, of course. 


"Including the negotiations and the development 
it's been a long time. We could have made an 
announcement before but if we didn't have any 
games to show it wouldn't have been so big. 


But what did sega expect from the deal? Inaba 
leans forward. Now PlatinumGames' executive 
director, Inaba produced the Viewtiful Joe, 

Battalion and Phoenix V 


many es so it's very specific about it wants from 
its games. 2 "уе met those е 
not for 
p-quality 

y want games with 
all that the visual style of C was their 
most obvious commonal /as actually the way 
they would mix themes from the east and west or 
repackage Japanese culture for an international 


audience that more profoundly characterised them 


Viewtiful Joe, for instance, paired American movie 


The streets featured in the demo we've seen are cordoned off into corridors of 
boarded-up shops. Whether other locations will be playable in the game remains to 


be seen, as does the reason why Jack has been forced to murder his way along them 
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Bayonetta's trailer features a similar attitude and poise to Devil May Cry's cocksure 
bombast, but whether its female lead can maintain Dante's wry sardonics is anyone's 
guess. Kamiya does seem to have a knack for creating memorable characters, though 


with Japanese tokusatsu, while Okami exported 
Japanese folklore in a form that anyone could enjoy. 

Indeed, many western publishers approached 
Seeds when it emerged from Clover's ashes to 
discover its plans — it was quite possible that this 
rare Japanese developer with its eyes on the world 
might take a non-Japanese publisher. "One of the 
key things with Sega is that it has a Japanese 
headquarters so that does make things easier,” 
says Minami. "However, looking forward, who 
knows how things will work out for us. There's no 
particular reason why we would turn down western 
publishers, for example. We're very much willing to 
work with them as well." 

It's an outward-looking stance that differs from 
many independent Japanese developers, which tend 
to concentrate solely on the Japanese market, and 
it's perhaps related to the team's experience working 
for a large, international publisher like Capcom. "I 
want to make worldwide games because | want 
more people to play them, and the best way to do 
that is to release them everywhere," explains Inaba 
"The Japanese gaming market is shrinking and is 
changing very rapidly, and it's very difficult for a 
game developer to concentrate on that market 
alone. There are many developers in Japan that are 
finding new ways of getting games to exist in that 
market. We have a different plan — we want to 
create games that appeal to as many people as 
possible. So from that respect we feel that we are 
different from many Japanese developers. But I 
don't want to say which approach is better, whether 
other developers concentrate on the Japanese 
market or the western one. | just want people to 
play my games." 


HIDEKI KAMIYA 


Now 38 years old and 
creative director at 
PlatinumGames, Kamiya has 
created a remarkable back 
catalogue of games, including 
Resident Evil 2, Devil May 
Cry, Viewtiful Joe and Okami. 
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Bayonetta 


Format: 360, PS3 Release: TBA 


Hideki Kamiya cuts an imposing figure. His 
stocky frame is topped by a shaven head, his 
face framed by a close-cropped beard, and 

he starts his presentation of Bayonetta arms 
crossed, feet placed widely apart. "I'm here to 
introduce you to my latest creation and return 
to the action genre," he says in English. "Seven 
years ago | created Devil May Cry, and many of 
you have said it kickstarted the action genre in 
3D. But did it really? Have action games really 
progressed beyond what we accomplished seven 
years ago? I think that we as creators have 
squandered the opportunity to make things 
better, smoother, more intense, more engaging. 
That is why | have come back to 3D action. It 

is time to make good on the promise of seven 
years ago, and | feel that we are the only team 
that can do it." So much for Japanese modesty. 
But having also directed Okami and Viewtiful 
Joe, Kamiya is not about empty promises. 

The only info PlatinumGames is currently 
releasing on the game is its fearsomely balletic 
trailer, which offers glimpses of what it will 
comprise. There's a similar Gothic look to Devil 
May Cry, and the female player-character, a 
witch named Bayonetta who's been "born in the 
modern era", uses a combination of ranged gun 
attacks and close combat. The sequence depicts 
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her fighting a feathered and apparently demonic 
enemy that's actually meant to be some kind of 
angel. The guns, Kamiya says, form the basis of 
the game, because Bayonetta not only holds two 
in her hands, but wears shoes that feature guns 
for heels. But, since she's a witch, Kamiya says 
that she'll have various witch-like abilities to 
match, whatever they might be. 

As with MadWorld, Kamiya is planning a 
control scheme that will support new and 
casual players as well as the hardcore: "In the 
beginning you need to be able to play the game 
and play it well, but you need to have a system 
that's deep so that hardcore players can have 
that option as well," he tells us. But the point he 
wishes to get across is that he's addressing what 
he feels is a genre that has stagnated. "Games 
like Devil May Cry 4 and God Of War look great, 
but | feel that action games are all about the 
action. | want to take it a step further and make 
sure the gameplay feels new and fresh." How 
he's intending to achieve this in Bayonetta is, so 
far, a mystery. "I can't go into detail, but it's not 
a technical issue. It's a matter of appeal. It's 
about when you play this game how it makes 
you feel. All I can say is that | created Devil May 
Cry and | want to make another game that only 
I can create seven years later." 


Asked whether Bayonetta will continue the trend set by God Of War and DMC4 for making stylish fighting easy, Kamiya reminds that DMC 


always had 'easy automatic' mode. "But what's interesting is level of depth; being able to go all the way from casual players to the hardcore" 


But the question is whether Platinum can 
achieve more than just critical success. As much 
as Clover's games are dearly loved by those in the 
know, they never enjoyed the multimillion sales 


a factor that surely led to its demise. Can an 
ultraviolent black-and-white fighting game on Wii, a 
ard-sci-fi RPG on DS and another hardcore action 
game to join the ranks of Devil May Cry and God Of 
War really spur new financially successful franchises 
or Sega? Inaba admits that the challenge of finding 
worldwide success making games with Japanese 
sensibilities is tough. "You can't just mimic things 
hat have already been done. You can't just take a 


hat Capcom was hoping the studio would generate, 


titles across platforms — the PS3/360 Bayonetta, the 
Wii MadWorld and the DS Infinite Line. Indeed, 
Inaba has told us before (see E184) that there's no 
single platform that has the international reach he's 
looking for: PS3's installed base was too small, 360 
was not strong enough in Japan and Europe, and 
Nintendo was the only developer to properly 
understand its console's market. Does he still feel 
this way? "While the level of what's missing has 
reduced, | still feel that none of the platforms totally 
satisfy my needs. That's why different games on 
different platforms is the way to approach the 
situation. Also, from a business point of view, it 


"You can’t just mimic things that have already been 
done. You can't just take a western game and make 
a copy of it because it'lL never be more than that” 


western game and make a copy of it because it'll 
never be more than that," he says. "The biggest 
challenge is creating a new style of game, a Japanese 
game, that takes cues from western games. But, of 
course, being Japanese that's very difficult because 
sensibilities are different. If you look at western 
successes in Japan there are very, very few. The 
cultural divide is very wide as far as gaming goes." 
One of the solutions is to spread PlatinumGames’ 


doesn't make sense to develop for a single platform 
at this point." 

So might these games ever be ported? "Of 
course, there's definitely a possibility, but right now 
we're concentrating on the announced platforms,” 
says Minami. "We have no idea how people are 
going to react to the games at this point, so once we 
see how they will react we might consider this.” 

The other challenge is maintain the critical level 
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HIFUMI KOUNO 


Now principal of Nude 
Maker, Kouno directed the 
Steel Battalion series for 
Capcom, with Inaba as 
producer, as well as Human 
Entertainment's Clock 
Tower and its sequel. 


Infinite Line 


Format: DS Developer: Nude Maker Release: TBA 


It's the game that's easily the least easy fit with 
what PlatinumGames' team is best known for, so 
it will come as little surprise that it's being made 
by an external developer, Nude Maker, which is 
headed by Hifumi Kouno. A science-fiction RPG 
for DS, Kouno says it was inspired by the Arthur 
C Clarke book Childhood's End, which is about 
the evolution of humankind on contact with an 
alien race. The aim is to explore a vast area of 
space, following a narrative. "By travelling 
through space and getting involved in this deep 
and engaging storyline, players will have figured 
out what it means to be human in this 
emptiness," explains Kouno. 

The game centres on the player being the 
captain of a spaceship, able to choose where 
each component of the craft goes - the bridge, 
cabins, engineering, fire control and so оп – 
and assign to them crew drawn from a bank 
of around 200 different characters. The game 
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will include 200 different ship designs - the 
few we've seen are huge in the mould of 
2001's Discovery One or Alien's Nostromo. 
The depth with which they'll be presented 
on the hardware's dual displays remains to be 
seen, but the 3D visuals are already smooth, 
panning along the ships' flanks on the top 
screen while menu and information sections 
are displayed on the lower one. Overall, it's 
a game that already seems visually polished, 
but Kouno says that the current setup is 
actually placeholder. 

Though the obvious reaction to such a 
space-faring epic is to want to see its nebulae 
and craft displayed on a big screen, there's 
nothing else on the hardware quite like it. 

It's a fact that defines the project, as Kouno 
explains: "We wanted players to experience 
a vast world within this small machine in the 
palms of your hands." 
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Since Infinite Line is a game that will take place less among the stars than menus and 
ship diagrams, it sports an aesthetically pleasing interface of smooth fades in and out 


of creativity that has defined PlatinumGames’ 
heritage so clearly, one that Inaba has in the past 
linked with small companies. To him, big companies 
taking risks entails risking large-scale resources, 
while small developers' survival is staked on every 
game they make. He identifies the small company 
approach as more fitting. And yet PlatinumGa 
is now developing four games, a portfolio that 
will require the company to grow, although Nude 
Maker is producing Infinite Line externally. Minami 
leans forward intently when we address the topic. "I 
think it's just a misunderstanding of what small and 
big companies are," he says emphatically. "We're a 
decent-sized company, and 
take on the projects. But what we don't want to do 
is to take on the large corporation mentality of the 
bottom line being everything. Our creative visions 
are the most important thing 
With the company at over 1 
temporar 
perhaps the scope has changed but the idea 


including 

staff, and with the aim of recruiting more, 
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Huge pride has been taken 
in the achievements of 
Paradise, rightful recipient 
of a 9 in its recent Edge 
review. "There should be a 
re-review," jokes Ward. OK, 
it's now a high 9. Happy? 
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of community-led gaming and web 2.0, can 
change all that. 

Producer Matt Webster explains: "When 
we-said we were/Going to add to the game at 
the beginning,6f the year, we had a plan — but 
actually it was a bit of a bust, because jt as 
based on биг preconceptions of what we should 
do. And/also, probably, our préconceptions of 
what DLC has been. Трей we started seeing 
how/people were-flaying and were like: ‘Let's 
just start again’. That convention of maps, cars, 
maybe a game mode, wasn't it." 


So began the so-called 
Year Of Paradise, a quite 
unprecedented act of post- 
launch support that's already 
transforming the game and 
Will, you feel, issue a daunting 
challenge to gaming overall. 
The first of four update packs 
— second of five if you include 
a "regrettable" bugfix — is 
already live, playfully codenamed Bogart. If all 
goes to plan, the end of this month will see 
another, Cagney, which adds three game modes, 
70 timed challenges, two new vehicles, liveries 
and a barrage of changes to race rules, interface 
and basic feature-set. August then sees Davis, 
bringing the major additions of motorbikes and 
night-time (see ‘Hang-Out’), followed towards 
the end of the year by Eastwood, which plants 
an entire island off the city's coast (see 'Battle 
isle’). Someone on the physics team even built a 
plane, though its release has yet to be decided. 
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From left: producers Hamish Young and Matt Webster, and lead designer Craig Sullivan. If there isn't much sense of hierarchy at Criterion, it's intentional, the studio 
more a mosh-pit of ideas and contributions. In its new modes as service provider, community leader and DLC manufacturer, it's found the perfect outlet for open roles 


If it isn't made clear enough by the pinball machine, sofa and big-screen TV, Criterion takes the gaming side of game development 
very seriously indeed. It is, boasts Ward, one of few studios still playing, not to mention developing, its game months after release 


“If this is going to be a Year Of Paradise,” 
says Webster, "and we're making significant 
changes throughout, the first big one’s got to be 
free, because we want to build a community and 
that doesn't come for nothing – you've got to 
invent it." Which is where the year's other treats 
come in. A redesigned Criterion website already 
hosts a relentless blog, daily posts from staff 


covering everything from work in progress 
screenshots to office frivolity. And there's a 
respectable turnout for the neighbouring 
forums, too, the usual gripes and spelling 
disasters joining — and this is the important bit — 
constructive feedback and feature requests 
"We've got some great moderators out there 
who understand, almost as well as we do, what 


we've done and why we've done it," says 
producer Hamish Young. "And if somebody 
comes out and says the game sucks, they can 
help explain things. It's better than someone 
complaining on the internet, out in a forum 
somewhere, basically turning a bunch of other 
people off the game for what could have been 
a fixable problem." 


Creative director Alex Ward agrees, but 
not without stressing the importance of an early 
choice – whether to fix or move on: "So we're 
continuing to develop Paradise but learn some 
new things on the way. And by the time we get 
to the end of the year, we're another 12 months 
ahead in online development because we've 
made real fixes to the game and monitored it. 
And when the time comes to start another 
game, we'll know a lot more about how a 
website works, how many people you put on 
that and how often you do it. We run our 
website like a news site, with four or five stories 
every day, and dedicate people to looking at that 
seven days a week. It's a commitment." 

"And it's not something you outsource to 
some marketing group," adds Young. "You have 
to have it as part of the development team 
Because otherwise they go off and... you just 
can't work it that way." 

None of this, insists Sullivan, is about revenue 
generation through Marketplace or PlayStation 
Network. "We're charging for petrol if we're 
doing that," Ward mutters. "It's the original 
Edge request: stopping for petrol!" Sullivan 
splutters: "That wasn't from Edge, was it?" 
"Oh, yes. And wouldn't it be better if there was 
a queue for the pumps? What happens then? 
Do you stay in an overnight hotel or do you 
carry on? What if the forecourt's full?" 


If Criterion's trying to hoodwink 
anyone here, it's offering some pretty astounding 
bait before the switch. The only thing it's 
exploiting is the potential of a networked 
userbase, vocal fans and the multimillion dollar 
investment that Paradise represents. If there's 
a commodity in it all, it's the fans themselves, 
subject of several competitions that, more 
often than not, invite them into the creative 
process. A recent example: the Crash FM 
podcast (again accessed via the website) set a 
livery design contest whose winner will soon 
see his work on the city streets. The turnaround 
time between contest and publishing, it's 
stimated, is two months 


"We also had this thing called Paradise 
Drives," recalls Sullivan. "We allowed people to 
create their own and used them for competition 
racing. Loads of people entered, we picked 
seven of the best, and they'll now go into the 
Cagney release. And they're named and 
credited. And we did something with a bank 
holiday competition, via the website, tracking 
the most improved players. Things like that are 
where the calendar's going to come in hangy." 

Think of an in-game calendar and you'll no 
doubt picture those parades of grids peppered 

h pro-sports emblems, occasionally 
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HANG-OUT 


With their animalistic howls, bikes in Burnout 
handle more like those of Hang-On than MotoGP, 
clattering against barriers without any risk of a 
dismount, wheelies as simple as pulling your rider 
back on their seat. Just don’t expect boost bars 
and crashes: this, it's stressed, is bikes in Paradise, 
not Burnout-on-a-bike. "We could have had the 
bike spin out, the guy rip his balls off when he hits 
the barrier - but it's about getting right the feel 
that a motorbike has," says Ward. 

"So what you're looking at here is what we'd 
call Bike 1.0," adds Webster. "The way we see it, 
better we start off with a really good one and 
continue to build from there." The team is 
currently considering how best to introduce the 
bikes, one possibility being to drop them into an 
empty city while the player learns the ropes, only 
unlocking traffic after a few hours. 
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The recently announced PC version is already ир and running 
(below), looking immaculate at resolutions up to and exceeding 
1080p, speeding along at a religiously observed 60 frames per 
second. How open it will be to user-generated content has 

yet to be confirmed, though the team insists that it will, for 

a change, be a PC game that runs well on the average PC 


The plane was developed in just a couple of weeks by a studio 
physics programmer, though its appearance in one of the later 
DLC packs has yet to be confirmed. Given the objectives of 
the Year Of Paradise, however, it's hard to imagine it won't 


not least because it's the first thing you'll see 
when entering the game. "We wanted it to feel 
like the game's evolving rather than just being 
added to. So we've talked about telemetry and 
how we know what players are doing — we want 
that to be pumped back out to the player. And 
we also want to connect it to the website a bit 
more to get across that feeling that you're part 
of a community. And it downloads information 
that's relevant to your game. It reminds you of 
what you've been doing — because if you're 
someone who plays for 15 hours at a time, 
chances are you've forgotten. " 

One example of a community activity, we're 
told, would be a one-off chance to test-drive a 
brand new vehicle. Say that was a Friday; the 
weekend would see the car featured in a special 
event, with an exclusive award to the victors. By 
pulling population data from its servers, Criterion 
could then determine which were the quietest 
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CRITERION'S DAREDEVIL APPROACH TO DESIGN HAS 
LONG BEEN THE MARVEL OF BURNOUT, TEMPERED WITH 
AN UNERRING ABILITY TO KEEP THINGS ON THE ROAD 


days — apparently, it's Tuesdays — and test out 
ways of incentivising them. "We use the term 
‘live development’ quite a lot on the podcast,” 
says Sullivan. "We want to react as quickly as we 
possibly can to what the community wants and 
likes. It’s actually quite a simple idea, but couple 
it with Freeburn modes we can manipulate on 
our side and it's really quite interesting." 

Taking the idea further, the team can check 
attendance records for individual players, right 
down to individual events. "If you're going to be 
part of a community," Sullivan believes, "you 
have to participate — you can't just turn up once 
and say you're a regular." Over the course of a 
month, then, you might see ten to 15 different 
events offering new awards, test-drives and 
challenges. Turn up for them all and you're 
invited to Graduation Day where, because you're 


such a Burnout fanatic, you get aspecial car that 
will never be released again. “So when you're 
driving it six months later and someone asks 
where you got it from, you/can say you were 
there from the beginning. 

"And the key to that, "\ѕауѕ Webster, "is that 
we've got control of the servers. So we plumb 
the stuff into the client release, if you like, and 
we can programme and broadcast that content 
through the server. We can change it every day." 


That Freeburn, the frenzied adlib of 
party challenges that blends onliné lobby and 
play, is to become the heart of Paradise is hardly 
surprising. You need only dial up СТАЛ 
multiplayer to see its relevance, ever more games 
choosing to obliterate the pre-match limbo that 
dominates online gaming. What does surprise is 
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Another improvised extra is the save data analyser. A PC 
application, it accepts saves from the PS3 version to produce a 
detailed map, pointing out what's left to be discovered. The 
security around 360 saves makes this a Sony exclusive, sadly 


that it exists at all, given that, as Ward reveals, it 
was invented a mere six weeks before Paradise 
was finished. "So that challenged the idea of 
whether you can ever really know what the 
game is, or whether the greatest games can ever 
really know what they are in some document or 
piece of paper, two or three years out. | don't 
know. We certainly didn't." 

The Year Of Paradise updates aim to 
complement Freeburn with multi-part timed 
objectives and associated leaderboards, 
prompted by the telemetry that's been gathered 
since January. New game types include Marked 
Man (an online version of the solo event in 
which a player must survive for 90 seconds 
without boost), online Road Rage and online 
Stunt Run. Sticking to these small variants has, 
sáys-the team, streamlined its creative process 

“The philosophical-change-for us is that, 
previously-wherrwe were coming up with-a-new 
féature, we'd try and jüst.gild the lily," says 
Webster. "We'd build it and we*d make it too 
complicated and it would take ages and.ages. So 
whatmade these challenges successful in the 
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Ward refers to 'the flow' of arcade biking 
when discussing this beauty. For a world 
built specifically around its cars' capabilities, 
Paradise accommodates bikes particularly 
well, promising great opportunities for 
chaining Road Rules times along its straights 
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first place is that we did only have six weeks to 
do them. With DLC, we're trying to use the 
constraints that are embedded in the software — 
this panel here, that HUD object there — to 
deliver things simply and more effectively, 
because we'd just end up over-thinking things." 
"And we wanted to try a bunch of 
experiments, right?” says Young. "What we 
didn't want to do was lock ourselves into a 
situation where we had to do all these big things 
and make them all successes. There's always 


been this issue of getting it all to final quality. 
We thought: 'Hey, if we just try it, if it's not any 
good we can scratch it off the list'. As long as 
we've got enough stuff. Bikes were like: ‘We'll 
try it out. If it's a bust we'll put something else 
out'. This model has allowed us to be much 
more ambitious, but also willing to fail." 

Or, to use the obvious metaphor, to crash 
and walk away. Criterion's daredevil approach to 
design has long been the marvel of Burnout, 
tempered with an unerring ability to keep things 
on the road. DLC, you realise, has handed it the 
most valuable asset it could have hoped for: an 
insurance policy. In the Year Of Paradise, no 
stunt istoo audacious. Nothing can go wrong. 

And to answer the obvious question with 
another: who do you think is paying the bills? 
EA, confirms Ward, "is a huge, huge company, 
very professional in what it does, and has some 


‘of the biggest. games in the world..So one 


Math they release Madden, the next they 
release FIFA, then they'll release The Sims, and 
these games Séll-millions upon millions. Then 
comes Buraout. Novas much as we love.our 
game, more" people will always play FIFA than 
Burnout. So ы. our game Once, maybe it 
sells out and таў е it gets.some reorders. Then 
the company, as a publishing force, moves on to 
the next thing. So if We want our game to be a 
5йесе5 in the long run, We have to do 

this for ourselves. " x 


By observing patterns of 
behaviour such as players 
racing to Freeburn destinations, 
the team is able to put features 
exactly where needed. In this 
case, the new timed, multi- 
part objectives promise to 
recognise the urge to compete 
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CLASS OF 2000 


GETTING STARTED IN DEVELOPMENT TODAY IS A TRICKY BUSINESS, ESPECIALLY WHEN YOU HAVEN’T 
GOT A HOMEBREW PLAYSTATION TO WORK ON. WE CATCH UP WITH THE GENERATION THAT DID... 


ay back in the Christmas 2000 
W edition of Edge we gathered 
together eight upcoming 
developers whose paths down the 
game-making road had benefited thanks 
to their association with Sony's Net 
Yaroze. This initiative — a £550 piece of 
tweaked PlayStation 1 hardware along 
with dev tools and the means to hook it 
up to PCs/Macs, together with an online 
support network — is sometimes forgotten 
in the PlayStation story, but it was a vital 
tool in the birth of the careers of many 
console programmers, and its influence is 


still being felt today through endeavours 
such as Microsoft's XNA programme. It 
wasn't something Sony needed to invent, 
but few who experienced it would say 
that their lives aren't richer because of it. 
Today, we're sitting in an upmarket 
pie-and-mash joint in Soho to catch up 
with four of those faces from eight years 
ago. The others, who aren't able to join 
us (some no longer even live in the UK), 
have agreed to share their thoughts via 
standalone interviews. Together, they 
have some valuable advice for anyone 
looking to follow in their footsteps 


How significant was it that Net 
Yaroze was a PlayStation product? 
Robert Swan: When | look back at the 
Yaroze there were a number of things I 
wasn't aware of that made it as useful as 
it was. The Sony brand was attractive, the 
fact that there was a proper support 
System was attractive, and then you had a 
filter, which was the cost of it, that was 
really valuable. Even today, eight years on, 
with people who are trying to make 
games at home, they go to the support 
websites for PC game-makers, for 
example, and there's a lot of noise there – 


were seeing, and it was on two big 
screens. "а never seen the game on a TV 
as big as that, let alone being seen by so 
many people. And everything that went 
with it — we all got tickets to the Sony 
party that night, and there was a feeling 
that this was the industry; this was kind of 
what we're getting into now. I met lots of 
people through that 

George Bain: | think it was definitely the 
start of something special, and it was 
going to lead to a huge community of 
new programmers in the industry with 
console programming experience. It was a 


"IT'S DIFFICULT TO STAND OUT NOW. YOU'VE 
GOT TO BE REALLY GOOD OR YOU'RE GOING 
TO STRUGGLE TO GET INTO THE INDUSTRY" 


you know, 90 per cent of the people are 
saying, ‘I've got this great idea for a game 
— all | need is a programmer, an artist, five 
designers, all unpaid for two years. By the 
way, I'm the company owner, and | have 
nothing to contribute’. So the cost of the 
Yaroze filtered people out, and what was 
left was people who were actually going 
to really try to make games. Sometimes 
we didn't get very far, but there was the 
expectation of trying to get support and 
getting it, and that was very valuable 


What are your fondest memories 
from the Yaroze period? 

Charles Chapman: ECTS was probably 
the highlight, | think — seeing your game 
on a major stand. It was a little hidden 
away but it was something that people 


first, and | think it helped generate 
programmers for PlayStation, not just for 
Sony but for various other companies, so 
that in itself was a huge success - it 
literally created hundreds of programmers 
who could go on and get a job in the 
industry. It was a huge benefit. 


How important do you think it is 
for Sony and Microsoft to provide 
platforms today that will help foster 
the next generation of game- 
development talent? 

RS: | think it makes good business 
sense for them to do so. I've been 
interviewing so many people and there 
are not enough good programmers 
out there. Years ago it used to be that 
people just didn’t know what to do. 


CHARLES CHAPMAN 
Then: Founder, 
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Now: Founder and 
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Now they go on courses and I'm 
becoming pretty critical of a lot of 

the games courses out there. I'm 
interviewing a lot of graduates who, 

if they really cared, would have done 
extracurricular work, but they haven't. 

| get a lot of people with a CV that says 
'l've done x, y and z', and it looks good, 
but you get them in and they've done 
nothing in their spare time. The degree is 
misrepresenting what is being taught, 
and the interview is wasted. | cannot 
hire enough good graduates. 


What's the solution? 

RS: There are a variety of issues. There are 
government initiatives and accreditation 
and skillsets that I’m getting into. | think 
university courses need to change, and 
that’s something that I’m also slowly 
getting into. I've started being in touch 
with various universities, and they're 
fertile places. A lot of them want to be 
steered in the right direction — they just 


ROBERT SWAN GEORGE BAIN 

Then: Programmer, Then: Engineer, SCEE 
SCEE Now: Developer 
Now: Lead coder, relations account 
NiK Nak (Kuju) manager, SCEE 


don't know where they're going, so 
they're picking a direction and the 
graduates are unemployable. 


They are literally unemployable? 

RS: They cannot program. 

GB: | think the problem is that Net Yaroze 
and XNA, etc, are very good and very 
popular, but you can't just have a 
university degree and say that you've 
done something on XNA or whatever in 
order to get a job. A lot of it is down to 
self-taught programming. I'm still 
skeptical whether or not a university can 
teach you what someone can do at home 
by themselves with the good resources 
we have on the internet now. There are 
so many books you can buy now, and 
there's so much knowledge on the web 
right now compared to how it was in '97. 
There were hardly any websites in '97 
which had any information about game 
programming, but nowadays there are 

sO many resources you can use. 


NICK FERGUSON JAMES RUTHERFORD 
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Underworld) creativenucleus.com 


When you're looking for new game 
coders, what sort of demos are you 
looking for them to show you? 

CC: Coders always come with a 
firstperson shooter demo or a graphics 
demo that shows something you've seen 
20 times before. If you're showing a 
graphics demo it has to be something 
that's different. Or just show a completed 
game. Actually, it doesn't need to be a 
whole game - just something you can 
play with. We had a guy who'd done 
some kind of sheepdog simulation = it 
was just a load of dots on the screen, but 
he left it with us and for 20 minutes 
afterwards we just played around with 
this thing. There probably wasn't much 
code behind it, but it was fun. 

GB: It's very difficult to stand out now, 

| think. There's so much knowledge 

now, so many programmers, so much 
competition, so many teenagers who 
want to get into the industry. You've got 
to be really good or you're going to 
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struggle to get into the industry. You've 
got to come up with something original 
to catch someone's eye. I'm glad | got іп 
when | did, put it that way. [Laughter] 


If you could go back in time and give 
your Yaroze-using self any advice, 
what would it be? 

RS: Think about time management. As 
a student, you leave things until the last 
minute, and that doesn't cut it in jobs. 


But in game development, isn't there 
a tendency for things to concertina 
towards the end of the schedule? 

RS: They do naturally but they 

shouldn't. There's nothing in software 
design that says that's the pattern you 
have to follow. Individuals shouldn't 
start with that attitude. 


What's your take on XNA? 
CC: I think it's a very easy way for people 
to get involved, but sometimes it's too 
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easy. From my point of view I'd rather it 
was based on C++, but the fact that it's 
out there and picking up a community is 
better than nothing. Microsoft are looking 
after themselves a little basing it on C£, 
because they want to promote that 
language, but if you were them you 
would do the same thing. They've got this 
whole thing that they announced at GDC 
where they're going to have the big 
forum and the community and so on, and 
it's great, it's interesting, but how much 
finished stuff will get there remains to be 
seen. | also think that probably a fair 
amount of stuff on there is actually by 
professional game developers, anyway: 
they've got their own idea, they're doing 
it own their own time, and they'll stick it 


expectations because they've got this 
XNA stuff on their degree, it's not good 
enough. It's the icing on the cake, but it's 
not significant enough in itself, and | see 
that a lot. | would like to see C# as a 
language spread more, though, because | 
think it’s exceptionally productive for 
tools, and the game I’m doing at home in 
my spare time is C#-based because it's 
that bit more productive. But if | didn't 
know C++, | would be crippled. 

James Rutherford: You're looking at it 
very much from a programmer's angle, 
but maybe XNA would be very good for a 
designer-turned-programmer. The skills 
aren't quite there if you want someone 
who's a programmer, but it's good for 
knocking ideas around. 


"SOMETHING LIKE EDUCATION IS WORTHY OF 
BIG, BOLD STATEMENTS, AND MINE IS THAT IT'S 
RUBBISH. IT’S NOT DOING WHAT IT SHOULD" 


on under a pseudonym. Some of the 
really good stuff may well turn out to be 
written by John Carmack or whoever. It 
will give established people an 
opportunity to try something with no 
risks, but that's obviously not what it was 
designed for. And who knows exactly 
what it is designed for? Only Microsoft 
can tell us. 


So XNA experience isn't something 
you'd be looking for on a CV. 

RS: | don't know much about XNA but 
the thing is it shouldn't replace С++ 
learning. Console development is С++, 
and if people are coming out with 


What's your opinion on the state of 
further education opportunities for 
fledgling game-makers nowadays? 
RS: | think, with this being an interview, 
there are a lot of ways you can kind of 
qualify what you're saying and say, "I 
don't mean this all the time", but | think 
something like education today is worthy 
of big, bold statements, and mine is that 
it's rubbish. [Laughter] It's really not doing 
what it should do. | don't care how they 
present their university — they have to 
teach this, they have to teach that — I'm 
trying to hire people and they're rubbish. 
It does boil down to that. 

CC: I'd agree in general that an average 


JAMES RUSSELL 


How important was Yaroze in terms of 
you getting a start in the industry? 

In one respect it was the sole reason I got 
into the industry. After graduating from 
university | had settled in a business 
software company doing database work, 
implementing requirements specifications, 
and drawing up test plans. It was boring and 
tedious, but | naively thought that's what a 
real-world job was supposed to be like. | 
bought the Yaroze to program for fun and 
because | liked playing around with 3D 
graphics. One day Sony put up an 
advertisement on their Yaroze website for 
a position in their developer support 
department, and | decided to go for it. It 
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hadn't occurred to me before that | could ever 
have even tried for a job in the games industry. 
In another respect, the experience gained 
through the Yaroze was valuable for landing 
the job. Businesses don't want to waste time 
waiting six months for a raw recruit to get up 
to speed with their platform, and being able to 
demonstrate a working Yaroze program was 
excellent evidence that | knew the platform. 


candidate is rubbish — they can't code. 
There are some exceptions and there are 
probably some exceptions in terms of the 
courses as well, so | wouldn't want to slag 
them all off, but the candidates we're 
getting from courses, for one reason or 
another, are not up to it. 

RS: The situation is bad at the moment, 
but | think it's getting better, and | think 
there's a lot of hope for it to improve 
more quickly, too. There are more industry 
people getting involved in these courses. 
Sometimes they're teaching the courses, 
but there are various other initiatives, 

too — Rare, for example, is very closely 
connected to a certain set of universities, 


How important do you think it is for 
console manufacturers to deliver 
environments to help foster the next 
generation of game-making talent? 

It's a common complaint within the games 
industry that graduates aren't leaving 
tertiary education with sufficient real-world 
skills. | think this will be the case for a 

long time, because a university's focus is 
primarily academic while students still view 
a university education as a stepping-stone 
to a real-world job. This difference of views 
certainly applied to me – | learned more 
about software engineering in my first 
year of work than | learned in the four years 
| spent at university studying computer 
science. That's partly because it wasn't 
made clear what would be required of me 
in the real world, partly because of the cost 
associated with professional software 
packages, and partly a lack of exposure to 
real-world development environments. I 
would expect that most graduates looking 
to work in the games industry are in 

the same boat, and so | think it's 


and there are a couple of guys where I 
work who are actually connected to quite 
a few courses, so there's a dialogue going 
on. However, | think there is more that 
can be done, and that's why I’m thinking 
that people like us, if we care enough, we 
kind of need to do something about it 
because the rate of change isn't going to 
help me in the next three years. 


What do you think needs to be done 
to give upcoming game-makers the 
best possible chance to succeed? 

RS: | think the first thing is that people 
need to understand what they're actually 
signing themselves up for. The idea of 


extremely important that the industry 
attempts to bridge the gap between 
themselves and academia. 

The games industry can assist with 
all of those obstacles in various ways. Sony's 
efforts include the Yaroze, PS2 and PS3 Linux, 
and they've also arranged for selected 
universities to use PSP development kits. 
These attempt to address what | think are 
the three key hurdles. First: knowledge that 
game development is a real possibility, rather 
than some lofty and unattainable goal. 
Second: exposure and access to the 
development environments. Third: easing 
the transition from novice to expert by 
offering good support and documentation. 

Students are well-motivated and have 
the energy to make games. They just lack 
the tools and need some direction. 


If you could go back in time and give 
your Yaroze-using self any advice, what 
would it be? 

My advice would have been to explore the 
software engineering side of programming, 


rather than just focusing on the fun stuff 

of how to make graphical effects and 
optimising routines. A solid background in 
well-engineered code and working in a 

team environment is ultimately more valuable 
than being smart enough to implement a 
whizzy effect. 


TOM MADAMS 


How important was Yaroze for you 
when you were starting out? 

Owning a Net Yaroze was what finally 
made me make the decision to try and 
break into the industry in the first place. At 
the time, | couldn't decided whether to 
choose a career as a games programmer or 
go out and get a 'proper' job instead. After 
a couple of weeks programming the Yaroze 
and being able to show my mates even the 
most rudimentary games I'd made myself 
running on an actual PlayStation "just like 
you've got at home", | was hooked. When 
it came round to actually applying for 
work, my Yaroze experience proved 
invaluable. It wasn't so much that I 
produced anything particularly impressive 
with the hardware, more that it showed I 
had real enthusiasm for the job. 


What are your fondest memories of 
your time using it? 

The thing | remember most vividly about 
the whole Net Yaroze experience was when 
| got my first demo up and running on the 
system. It was an incredibly simple program 
- just a graphic of the joypad not quite in 
the middle of the screen whose buttons lit 
up when the corresponding buttons on the 
controller were pressed. As basic as it was, 
it seemed almost magical at the time. | 
could just feel that here was the start of 
something very cool, something | wanted 
to spend the rest of my life doing. 


How important do you think it is for 
console manufacturers to deliver 
environments to help foster the next 
generation of game-making talent? 
Being a part of Sony's Net Yaroze initiative 
was an amazing opportunity and is 
something | wish every budding developer 
could experience. There were three things 
that made it so enjoyable for me. Having a 
fixed platform with a stable framework 
meant you don't have to worry about any 
of the boilerplate code that is part and 
parcel of PC programming — you can just 
get on with the serious business of making 
games. It was tremendously liberating, 
especially in a time before graphics 
accelerators were commonplace and doing 
any kind of 3D meant you first had to write 
your own triangle rasteriser. The kind of 
community that grows up around initiatives 
like the Yaroze is a fantastic source of 
help, advice and most importantly 
encouragement when you hit problems. 
Finally, there's something just that little bit 
more rewarding about sitting in front of a 
TV in your front room instead of a desktop 
when you're playing your latest creation. 

| think Microsoft are doing a fine job 
with their XNA framework — as well as 
being freely available anyone to try, it's also 
in use in hundreds of universities. | hope 
Sony manage to get together a version of 
their great SPU libraries and package it up 
in a hobbyists development system for the 
PS3. I'd love to see what kind of games 
would be developed with all that 
processing power in truly indie hands. 


What advice would you give your 
Yaroze-using self? 
When you get asked in an interview 


“What kind of work would you like to 

do here?” give them an honest answer, 
rather than blurting out “I'll do anything!” 
just because it's a good company and 

you want a job. Otherwise you'll spend 
the next two years doing stuff you don't 
really enjoy. Still, it all worked out nicely 

in the end. 


What's your take on further education 
opportunities right now? 

That's a difficult one. Like a lot of people 
in the industry, I'm very wary of games 
development courses. Many of them offer 
a mixed bag of programming, modelling, 
animation and design modules, at the end 
of which a graduate can end up a Jack of 
all trades, master of none. It's pretty 
common these days for development 
teams to number 50 or more, so there's 
going to be tens of specialists in any one 
particular area. Someone with a general 
games development qualification is going 
to struggle to find a job going up against 
people with degrees in art, animation or 
computer science. 

As far as programming goes, I'd 
much rather see more games programming 
course modules offered as part of 
conventional computer science degrees. 
That way, students get the formalised 
computer science education that employers 
are after, while still having the opportunity 
to gain practical experience making video 
games. Many universities have made steps 
in this direction with course modules 
geared towards ‘interactive simulations’, 
but there's still a long way to go. 

Another problem is that people just 
don't realise what's involved in making a 
videogame. Games degrees are becoming 
increasingly over-subscribed with students 
who don't really know what they were 
getting themselves into. The very name 
of the course gives people who don't 
investigate actually what's involved 
something of a false impression. You 
say to somebody "computer science 
degree" and it conjures up images of 
maths, logic and incomprehensible 
computery things. You say to somebody 
"videogames degree" and they imagine 
playing Halo, learning the history of 
Pac-Man and maybe doing a paper design 
for a killer MMORPG. The reality is that, 
at the core, the courses are very similar, 
and if you're not ready for that, it will 
come as quite a shock. | guess that's why 
there's an above-average drop-out rate 
for those courses. 


somebody who wants to be a game 
developer and therefore wants to develop 
in their own time or do a university 
course, | don't think they have enough 
information to know what they should be 
learning and doing. So there's this gap of 
information. You've got a guy who wants 
to do something, and this is why the 
university courses look attractive: "Let's 
do some Direct3D stuff, some shader 
stuff, work with Unreal Tournament, 
UnrealEd" — that sort of thing. At face 
value that seems pretty relevant but it's 
actually very, very narrow and not what 
you'll do in your first job, and | think the 
same is true of people doing home 
development - they haven't matured to 
have enough failures behind them to 
know you have to keep your scope small, 
and they don't know how to manage a 
project from start to finish. | would like 
there to be some central knowledge that 
actually tells people what they're signing 
up for. Once you've done 90 per cent of a 
game all you've got left to finish is the 
next 90 per cent, and | think people don't 
fully appreciate that. And there's a lot of 
talk by hobbyists and people who want to 
get into the industry about “I've done this 
engine" and so on. If you're going to 
work for a company, they've already got 
an engine, and if you go and get a job 
there you're not going to be writing an 
engine, you're going to be writing a 
frontend or save routines and so on. 


What's your take on PlayStation 
Network and Xbox Live Arcade in 
terms of smaller teams getting their 
work out to the masses? 

RS: | remember when these things were 


announced, everybody was like, "This is 
going to be a real shot in the arm for the 
small dev teams – they can do this and 
they can do that", and that was true for 
a while, but | think somewhere around a 
year, a year and a half ago, it became 
another revenue stream, at which point 
the bigger companies started sitting up 
and taking notice, and now the chances 
of an independent developer getting a 
slot are very, very low – they're booked 
up for years. The small-dev-cost-equals- 
great-little-Xbox-Live-Arcade-release 
thing, that's becoming less true. The 
costs are going up. 

GB: You still have to be a registered 
developer to get any content on the 
PlayStation Network store, but | was 
saying at a conference to Russian 
developers in Moscow only recently that 
Sony is quite open to new independent 
developers coming on board who want 
to self-publish their games on PSN. You 
don't need a thirdparty publisher to have 
your content released. So we are looking 
for new content that can be used globally, 
or content for local markets such as the 
Russian market or the French market or 
the German market, etc. To register is 
quite easy, and we're embracing 
developers who self-publish. 

For example, with Everyday Shooter, 
that was one guy who won the award 
at the Independent Game Festival. He 
was based in Toronto, it was just himself 
doing it, and it was a huge success. 
That's a good example of someone doing 
something that was quite unique on PC; 
he got spotted by SCEA, and SCEA said, 
"OK, this is great — do you want to do 
this for PSN?" 
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NICK FERGUSON 


How important was Yaroze to you? 
For me, seeing a Yaroze in action was 
nothing less than a life-changing 'eureka' 
moment. | was a pretty hardcore gamer at 
the time, and it suddenly opened a window 
into a world where | might be able to do 
this for a living. | went out the next day, 
bought C For Dummies, and proceeded to 
neglect my degree for six months. If it 
wasn't for Yaroze, | would probably be 
working in the City like all my university 
friends. So it was a lucky escape, frankly. 


What are your fondest memories of 
your time using it? 

Friendly banter on the Yaroze newsgroups. 
Sitting in my bedroom trying to get 
something, anything up on screen. The 
times | got something working on the first 
attempt were rare and memorable. In fact, 
they still are! 


How important do you think it is for 
console manufacturers to support? 
| think the console factor really draws 
people into exploring game development. 
There is little difference between 
programming for a PC or a 360 using XNA, 
but the latter certainly sounds cooler. 

Anyone over 30 grew up with the 
Spectrum, C64, Amiga – personal 
computers disguised as games machines. 
The technical stuff was always hanging 
around in the background, LOAD "" or 
whatever. You almost had to be slightly 
geeky just to get the games working. If 
you are 18 now, your first games machine 
was probably a SNES or Mega Drive — just 
plug and play – so | think there is a barrier 
to overcome there. 

To be honest, it was the same on 
Yaroze — l'm sure a lot of the people who 
bought it never got anywhere. 


What is your take on Microsoft's XNA? 
| think Microsoft have really stepped up 
here. XNA is fantastic for homebrew 
development. It is exactly what | would be 
looking at if | was starting out today. 

| have downloaded the software and 
experimented with it; it is much easier to 
get started and better documented than 
the Yaroze tools were. The ability to share 
your game with every PC or Xbox Live user 
is a massive incentive to anyone starting 
out — much better than hoping your game 
gets chosen for the OPSM demo disc. 

| suppose there is always the underlying 
concern that it isn't an open platform and 
Microsoft retain so many rights, but it was 
exactly the same with Sony and Net Yaroze. 
In fact, that's just the console business. 


What advice would you go back and 
give your Yaroze-using self? 
| wouldn't want to play with the space- 
time continuum too much - things have 
worked out pretty well. | think you learn 
best from your mistakes, which is why 
Yaroze was so valuable to me: | 
experienced a lot of failure! 

| definitely started out with this notion 
that good game ideas emerged fully 
formed, but that’s nonsense. You get 
quality through iteration, trying things — 
learning what does and doesn't work — and 


then throwing out the junk and trying 
again. That rarely happened in my 
experience of homebrew development – 
every line of code is precious, and if you're 
programming in your spare time you just 
want to get something done and move on 
to the next thing. It sounds obvious, but 
what you realise working in commercial 
development is that most games become 
'fun' right at the end of development after 
a lot of tinkering — and then you run out of 
time and the bastards take it off you and 
put it on the shelf! 


What's your opinion on further 
education opportunities for upcoming 
game-makers right now? 

l've not really been looking closely but 
there seem to be a lot more options these 
days. | almost did a Games MSc at Abertay 
after | graduated, but instead | accepted a 
job in QA to get my foot in the door. That 
was the right decision in 1999, but I’m not 
sure it would be now. 


What do you think needs to be done 
for budding game-makers to be given 
the best possible chances to succeed? 

| think the UK needs to do a better job of 
nurturing its development community. If | 
was more cynical, I'd suggest you apply for 
Canadian citizenship or start learning 
French instead of C++. 

| think the UK scene was healthier 
when | was starting out. There were more 
studios, team sizes were smaller and there 
were always some really diverse, exciting 
projects in development. It was a good 
environment to learn in, especially for a 
generalist like me. | suppose the equivalent 
now would be working on games for Xbox 
Live Arcade or PSN. 

Consolidation has changed things. 
These days most studios are a lot bigger 
and risk-averse, but also more professional 
and efficient. The big console games need 
people with deep, expert knowledge — 
specialists, but who can still work as part of 
a team. You really need smart people in 
every discipline to create a triple-A game. | 
guess the end result is that the competition 
for the top talent is more intense than ever. 
Look at Dare To Be Digital – the TV 
companies are even getting involved! 

The barrier to entry may be higher, but 
| don't think that is a bad thing when you 
look at the quality of games now. When I 
started out everyone in the office was 
playing the original Driver after hours — 
now it's GTAIV. Thank God for progress! 


RS: What interests me is that Xbox Live 
Arcade had to sell itself at the start — it 
was: "Come to us, we'll take you on" — 
but then it reaches a certain point where 
the priorities shift over to keeping the 
quantity down but the quality high. And 
that shift then squeezes out the smaller 
developers. You can't just publish 
anything — you can't have another racing 
game, you can't have another puzzle 
game, etc. Is that going to happen on 
PSN? Is it going to happen on WiiWare? 
| personally think it will, because as it gets 
successful the numbers increase and you 
get to be picky and choosy. The smaller 
guy tends to lose out. But we'll wait and 
see what happens. 


Do you think people working in 
game development take it more 
seriously nowadays? 

RS: Over the last ten years there's been 
an improvement in the professionalism of 
the way companies are run and the way 
individuals work. It's not been an 
astounding change, and that's quite 
disappointing, | think. There's a lot of 
wisdom outside the games industry that 
we should be bringing in. You can look at 
any industry that's been around which has 
matured. A lot of the companies doing it 
all badly have just gone and died, and the 
successful companies have continued. 
You know, 1 don't begrudge EA its 
success; | think they do a lot of things well 
and they get into a lot of new markets — 
there's a lot to learn from that – but they 
still carry a lot of baggage that they really 
need to leave behind. The quality-of-life 
thing is getting better, | think — it's on the 
agenda. | think we should be ashamed of 
quality-of-life issues. Overtime is a failure 
and | don't think people stand up and say 


that enough. Because we all know it 
happens, we don't talk about it, which 
then equates to it being acceptable. And | 
think we need to draw a line in the sand 
and say this is just unprofessional. | don't 
want to get into the discussion of 
whether it's avoidable or whether it 
happens - it's just it is unprofessional and 
we're all to blame. Let's just call a spade a 
spade. It's like an addiction thing — you 
can only start overcoming it once you 
admit it's there. And we don't, really. 
There's been a lot of soul-searching. It's 


BOB SHAND 


How important was Yaroze to you? 

It played a part. Although | think generally it 
was a small part. When | was younger | was 
fortunate enough to know what | wanted to 
do when | grew up. | remember being 13 or 
so and making the conscious decision that I 

wanted to make games. | started to learn C/ 
С++ and the Yaroze was another stepping- 


stone towards my goal of getting a games job. 


Having some knowledge of the sort of 
hardware I'd be working on was invaluable, 
though. Getting the chance to play with the 
entire machine made me approach things 
differently and ultimately gave me a greater 
understanding of the computer architecture. 


What are your memories of that time? 
My fondest memories related to Yaroze aren't 


anything to do with actually coding on it. It 
was the social side that really made the Yaroze 
what it was. The worst memory was probably 
waiting for the thing to arrive, returning from 
home to find that the courier had tried to 
deliver it and that it had been taken back to 
the depot. 


Do you think it's important that platform 
holders put in place initiatives to help 
develop a new wave of game-makers? 

It's of the utmost importance that all console 
manufacturers foster new talent. There is little 
point selling a games system without good 
games to go with it. 


What's your take on XNA? 
| haven't really looked into it that much, to be 


honest. Anything that encourages youths to 
get involved with development is great. Right 
now I've got more personal interest in iPhone 
development - the key difference being that 
there is a route to market with the iPhone. No 
matter how slim the chances, there is a chance 
that you could get your app on the Appstore 
and make money. 


What advice would you give your 
Yaroze-using self? 

For me it would definitely be concentrate on 
the maths. | could have made my day-to-day 
life a lot easier had | paid attention instead of 
playing games. The ability to play games is not 
equal to the ability to make them. For that you 
need sound understanding of coding, maths 
and computer science. 


getting better, but overtime is still talked 
about – you know, it's bad but we still do 
it and it's still a sort of badge of honour: 
"| did a three-night stint", and so on. It's 
just really, really poor. 

JR: Do you not think to a certain extent 
that if 99 per cent of overtime was got rid 
of, people would think, ‘If | was to stay a 
couple of hours tonight | could make this 
feature better'? Because it's a creative 
industry people will always want to make 
things better than they are. l've never 
finished a project where I didn't have a 
huge to-do list of things we could 
improve, and I’m sure you have as well. 
So | think given a few weeks at the end 


of the project — where you haven't got 
family commitments or other time 
commitments — people are naturally going 
to stay perhaps a bit longer to get things 
done. And that's probably human nature 
to a certain extent. If you were a 
carpenter, and you were making 
something you really cared about, you'd 
work into the evenings to get it done. 

GB: | think it's difficult now. Looking back, 
not many people had family commitments 
but nowadays it's a big thing – a lot of 
people have grown up and have kids 
now, they're getting married, etc, so 
there's lots of commitment that could 
become challenging when it comes to 


It is really difficult when you've got a 
publisher on the phone at 9pm saying 
they need a new build, and that's just one 
of the challenges we face. I think it's a 
maturity of management issue here. 
There are many ways you can say that 
overtime is bad but still actually 
encourage it, for example saying: "OK, 
he's working late but he enjoys it, so I’m 
just going to let that happen"... We're 
not as bad as in Japan, where you don't 
leave until your boss has left, after 14 
hours of work, but people pick up on 
these things because they don't know 
any better. We should be sending people 
home. | look back at the times where I’ve 


"A LOT OF US HAVE AN AFFILIATION WITH JAPAN 
- WE LOVE THE GAMES AND THE CULTURE - 
BUT THE WORK ETHIC THERE IS DESPICABLE" 


crunch mode and so on. The industry's 
never really had to face what it's been 
facing in the last five years or so, 

as the whole industry matures. 

RS: It's definitely a young industry, 
though. A lot of graduates are taken on – 
production people, to a certain extent. 
People are generally leaving the industry 
after being in it for a few years, and that's 
filtering out some of the older people. 
We've got people with kids and families. 


worked late and my life would only have 
been better if | hadn't done the overtime, 
and the project would have been better 

as well. Again, it's a bold statement, but | 
think it's our job as managers; we know 

the repercussions of overtime. We should 
be sending people home. If they want to 
go home and spend 48 hours doing their 
own thing that's actually fine, but all the 

while we're doing this we're relying more 
and more on a business model that relies 


Two of Generation Y's projects: the self-explanatory Snowball Fight (left) by James Rutherford, and Bob Shand's 
Revolution. Many Yaroze games were made available to PS1 users via the Official PlayStation Magazine coverdisc 


on overtime, and | don't think that's 
right. If a company can't survive without 
enforced overtime or even tacit 
acceptance of overtime, the company 
should fold. 


Are you talking about the UK? 

RS: I'm talking about across the world. | 
mean, Japan is a great example. A lot of 
us have this affiliation with Japan — you 
know, we love the games and the culture 
and so on - but their work ethic is 
actually despicable. [Laughter] Maybe 
we're getting into a cultural thing here 
but people don't see their families, and 
we shouldn't be looking at those sort of 
things and holding them up as examples 
to follow. The guy who was the designer 
on /со and Shadow Of The Colossus — 
fantastic games, wonderful, | absolutely 
adore them — however, | don't want to 
work for him because it is talked about 
how he will get rid of people on a whim, 
how they have to be working their nuts 
off ten, 12 hours a day. Would | give up 
those two games to think of people 
having family lives? No, because I like 
those games. | just don't think that's a 
model I'd like to follow. 


Are you optimistic about game 
development's future in the UK? 
RS: | think the university courses can only 
improve - they're still very young and I 
think they will improve, and | think that 
will help the industry as a whole. There 
are other issues, broader than just the 
talent, that need to be covered for the 
UK industry. There is talent out there 

and they need to be encouraged to get 
into the industry in one way or another. 
It needs to be seen as a good career 
choice with things like quality of life 
and salaries and so on — all of those 
things are important because we 
need to be competitive. 
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WE VOYAGE INTO THE WORLD OF RUNESCAPE TO 


| FIND OUT JUST HOW A SEVEN-YEAR-OLD BROWSER 
| GAME HAS MANAGED TO BECOME ONE OF THE 
| WORLD'S BIGGEST AND MOST SUCCESSFUL MMOGS 


RuneScape's visuals have come some way. 
"For the original, we made one sort of 
door, window, and used it across the entire 
game," says Gower. "Over the years we've 
been gradually and systemically working 
over each area to make it look unique" 


ith almost no marketing whatsoever 
3 during the seven years since its 
ИШЕНИ launch, it's unsurprising that fantasy 
MMOG RuneScape hasn't really garnered 
many column inches in the specialist press. 
Yet despite this unassuming approach to 
promotion, the game has somehow become 
one of the world's largest MMOGs, with five 
million individual users logging in on a 
fortnightly basis. The fortunes of the game's 
developer, Jagex, have been similarly 
astronomic: once a two-man operation, 

the company is now one of the largest 
independent development houses in the UK, 
with a team of some 400 people working 
out of its offices in Cambridge and London. 
The company's founders, brothers Paul and 
Andrew Gower, now make appearances in 
the Sunday Times Rich List. 

Jagex is big business, that much is clear — 
an assessment reinforced by the company's 
recent employment of Geoff Iddison as 
CEO. The former European head of PayPal, 
Iddison had been at parent company eBay 
for some four years prior to that, seeing it 
grow from a modest operation to the 
internet behemoth it is today. 

“I've been in the internet space for a 
long time — some say too long," says Iddison, 
reclining on a couch in Jagex's games room 
in a manner that manages to be both 
assertive and somewhat louche. Greying, 
tanned and snappily dressed, Iddison is 
every bit the image of business success. 
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"| think | can recognise a good business 
model, and this is one. I’m always looking 
for new opportunities – and | thought the 
timing was right for me to dive into a new 
business sector." 

Across from Iddison sits Jagex founder 
Andrew Gower, who, despite his seniority 
in the company, has elected to remain 
hands-on with product development as a 
lead designer. Nervous, energetic, self- 
deprecating — every bit the image of 
triumphant geekdom - he couldn't be more 
dissimilar to Iddison. He is the bedroom 
coder made good - very, very good. And it 
all comes down to RuneScape, a game he 
coded during his time as a computer science 
student at Cambridge University. 

Coming to RuneScape today for the 
first time, you might well wonder just 
how on Earth it has happened. At first 
glance, it's obvious that this MMOG isn't 
much of a looker, with boxy visuals, 
animations that jerk awkwardly between 
frames, and a cramped interface cluttered 
with unintelligible iconography. It takes 
place in yet another fantasy world which, 
upon cursory investigation, does little to 
immediately rise above the generic. The 
opening section of RuneQuest isn't the best 
advertisement for what follows, either: 

a laborious tutelage in the game's various 
but not immediately interesting forms 
of interaction. 

The figures don't lie, however - there is 
something about RuneScape to love and to 
laud: you can play it anywhere, on nearly 
any machine. There's no hefty download 
necessary, no installation — it plays straight 
out of your web browser, regardless of 
where you are in the world. It's a persistent 
game, like any other MMOG - you just log 
in to the website, watch a loading bar 
rapidly advance across the screen and, in 
seconds, you are transported to the fully 3D 
world. And, of course, it's free. For the price 
of typing in a web address you have access 
to hundreds of hours of gameplay, and a 
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land as vast as that you'd expect from any 
other MMOG. The game may not be pretty, 
but with such easy access and absurdly low 
specifications, RuneScape has become 
hugely popular among a young and largely 
American audience, ranging from the ages 
of 13 to 19, thanks to word-of-mouth alone. 
Its regular five million users can play it near- 
instantly on any computer, be it in a 
classroom at school while the teacher isn't 
looking or on an ageing laptop handed 
down from older siblings – and, importantly, 
they can chat to each other all the while 
through the game's messaging facilities. 

It is the notion of access through a web 
browser that has become the defining 
feature of RuneScape's success, and the 
strategy of Jagex as a whole. 

"When | went to university and first 
experienced a college internet connection, 
what | was really taken with were these 
text-based MUDs,” recalls Gower, referring 
to Multi User Dungeons - an early and 
largely text-based form of the MMOG. 
"What | loved about them was the fact that 
you could play them anywhere. | used to 
play them in my college room and then go 
down for lectures. I'd often have a gap 
between lectures that was too small to go 
back to my room, but you could use the 


CEO Geoff Iddison (above) hopes Jagex can become "the leading 
browser-based multiplayer game business." Founder and lead 
designer Andrew Gower (right) insists that RuneScape remaining 
a browser game has been the key to the company's success 


machines in the lab to carry on playing the 
same game where you left off. You couldn't 
install any software on these machines, and 
you couldn't use the same machine each 
time, so a MUD was about the only thing 
you could play and not have your saved 
game leave you behind. 1 really wanted to 
make one of my own." 


RuneScape has always retained 
that focus on access, even as Gower's 
ambitions for the project spiralled from 
text-based MUD to a fully 3D MMOG- a 
feat achieved through Java. While initial 
assessment of the game's appearance leave 
it as a poor cousin to other MMOGs, a 3D 
world as large as RuneScape's is a staggering 
achievement given its restriction to a 
browser. And it keeps getting larger. 


"| didn't immediately realise it was a 
viable business," says Gower. "Originally 
was running it as a hobby and my main 
business was in developing smaller Java 
games that | was licensing to other websites. 
When I launched RuneScape in 2001 it 
wasn't really making any money. It became 
very popular as a free game but then the 
dotcom bubble collapsed and all the 
advertising revenue dried up. | was 
absolutely determined that all that work 
wouldn't go to waste so | started looking at 
a subscription model – and I'm incredibly 
happy that | was forced to go down that 
route, because the rate at which people 
subscribed blew me away. | think we did a 
back-of-the-envelope calculation that we'd 
need about three or four thousand 
subscribers to pay for our bandwidth and 

о 


“WHAT | LOVED ABOUT MUDS WAS THE FACT THAT YOU 
COULD PLAY THEM ANYWHERE. | USED TO PLAY THEM IN 
MY COLLEGE ROOM AND THEN GO DOWN FOR LECTURES" 


Scrolling across the gigantic world map 
during our presentation, Gower says that 
the game has grown organically: "We just 
kept adding bits and adding bits. When you 
do that for seven years, it gets quite big." 

New content is added every two weeks: 
new areas, skills, quests and achievements — 
all for free. There is, however, a subscription 
option which gives players access to yet 
more content for five dollars a month. It is 
a popular choice – RuneScape coming + 
second only to World Of WarCraft in US 
subscription figures according to a recent 
report by NPD - a revenue stream that 
Iddison says outstrips that of advertising. 
Yet such a payment scheme was not the 
plan from the start. 


buy food and pay our rent. When we 
actually finally launched the subscription 
version of the game we got that within 
the first week." 

So, with the 600,000 free users Gower 
attracted at that point, it clearly didn't really 
need a large percentage of them to cough 
up a subscription fee for the project to get 
back into the black. Nonetheless, the 
Gower brothers weren't convinced the 
venture would pay off. "This was the very 
original version of RuneScape, developed as 
a two-man project between me and my 
brother: we weren't sure that anyone would 
actually pay to subscribe to it, because the 
EverQuests of the world looked a lot more 
shiny. At the time we were charging five 
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dollars a month = which we're still charging, 
but obviously we've massively, massively 
improved the game, so I think we offer 
rather good value for money." 

It's a pretty fair claim, given how 
frequently Jagex treats RuneScape players to 
updated content. It completely revised the 
game's graphics in 2004 to keep in step with 
competing MMOGs, and a similar renovation 
has been recently announced to take place 
later this year – an overhaul of the game's 
vast list of 3D assets and animations. The 
changes (which are optional, so as not to 
exclude any of the lowest-spec machines) 
will see the introduction of a raft of effects a a * k 
that are far from trivial to implement in such 5 - 
a browser-based game: new lighting effects, ; 4 

0 
^. 


At the time Gower 
launched RuneScape, the 
MMOG bandwagon wasn't 
a bandwagon. "I think one 
of the reasons for our 

| success was that we were 
one of the first," he says 


texture blending, shadow maps, transparent 
water and atmospheric fogging. 

"When people started playing the first 
version of RuneScape they would compare 
us to other browser games," says Gower. 
“They'd think, ‘Well, this is better than the 
Chuck The Custard Pie At The Politician 
kind of thing I’m used to’. And then as the 
game got better and better we found that 
we weren't getting compared to that. 
People were comparing us to boxed 
products. It's been quite a challenge – 
we're not fighting on even territory, but 
I think we are holding our own." 


It may not manage to match the 
visuals of other leading MMOGs, even 
after the coming graphical boost, but 
you can guarantee that the spectrum of 
machines that will run RuneScape will 
remain much, much broader – and that 
is, above everything else, the key to the 
game's success. 

"Most of the people playing it are 
playing it because it's so easily accessible," 
says Gower. "Some of them wouldn't even 
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"FunOrb's a very consistent experience," 
says Gower. "We've made sure that all the 
menu systems look the same way and it's 
got interlinked achievements and things. 
It's trying to make it feel like a complete 
game service rather than a bunch of 
disparate games together on a website" 


— 


dream of walking into a retail shop – 
they don't necessarily consider themselves 
to be gamers." 

It's perhaps odd, then, given its existing 


player-base, that Jagex claims to be focusing 


on a different demographic for its other 
project, FunOrb, launched in February 
this year. The site, which hosts a collection 
of Java-based browser games, offers a 
similar balance of free-to-play and 
subscription content as RuneScape, and 

is just as universally accessible. Unlike 
RuneScape, however, FunOrb is aimed 
squarely at established gamers. 

“FunOrb has its sights set on what we 
call the time-pressured gamer," says Gower. 
"They're people who used to be very avid 
gamers when they were younger or were 
students. Now they've got a job - they still 
think of themselves as gamers but they just 
don't seem to have a lot of time to play 
them. So FunOrb offers games which are 
proper games, which require some skill to 
play and have a lot more depth, but don't 
require a ridiculous time commitment. 

"We are aiming at the gamer who 
hasn't the time to spend on an MMOG 
like RuneScape but still wants a complete 
playing experience. The competition is 
aimed more at the casual market but, with 
FunOrb games, the average gameplay is in 
excess of 20 hours." 

Frankly, it's a statement that's a little 
difficult to credit, looking at the site's 
current offerings. The Commodore 64-era 
gaming archetypes and other basic clones 
are all present and correct but, as with the 
more expansive gametypes such as the 
Jagged Alliance-style TerraPhoenix, few are 


Nick Thompson, head of tools (above, with the hairier Nick 
Farley), says that the mixture of persistence and browser 
access is what makes RuneScape for him: "If you're on 
holiday, you can just go to the nearest internet café and 
carry on playing and the world is exactly how you left it" 


executed with considerable more solidity or 
panache than you'd expect from Flash 
gaming aggregators like NewGrounds. It's 
difficult to imagine playing any of these 
games for 20 hours. Indeed, we suspect that 
the claims for gamer focus may be for our 
benefit, being a videogame magazine. If 
not, then Jagex has probably misjudged its 
audience: gamers are already spoiled with a 
wide range of free-to-play browser games 
that offer equal if not more depth to those 
on offer at FunOrb, and you can imagine 
that time-pressured gamers will be among 
the most discriminating of these. 

“It is very competitive,” admits Gower. 
“But then | think you just need to look at 


what we are doing with RuneScape in a 
browser. It's pretty incomparable to 
anything that PopCap have released, you 
have to agree. We've got all this technology 
written, and we can use all that tech for our 
FunOrb games. They're smaller games but 
they're using the same fundamental 
technology so we can make better games, 
and people will appreciate the difference." 


With an intention to put out a new game 


"WE'VE GOT ALL THIS TECHNOLOGY, AND WE CAN USE ALL 
THAT FOR OUR FUNORB GAMES. THEY'RE SMALLER, BUT 
USE THE SAME TECH SO WE CAN MAKE BETTER GAMES” 


every fortnight, and later to accelerate 

to one a week, there's still plenty of 
opportunity for FunOrb to produce its 
answer to Peggle or Bookworm Adventures. 
We suspect that ultimately the quality of its 
product won't matter. With 300,000 users 
already, according to Jagex's fortnightly 
measurements, FunOrb will undoubtedly 
key in to and expand the same market as 
RuneScape — youngsters looking to chat to 
their friends while playing a game. Jagex 


knows this, and its social networking system 
spans RuneScape and FunOrb. 

Jagex says that RuneScape will stay the 
company's focus in the immediate future. 
Aside from the graphical refit, the game is 
being translated into French, after the 
release of a German version last year. There's 
also the intention to release a restricted 
version, geared towards players under 13. 
Gower's enthusiasm seems little abated, 
even after all this time, speculating that 


According to Gower, RuneScap 
mouth effect just isn't so strong 
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another graphical update may well be in the 
works in another four years. But with the 
company moving away from being a single- 
product studio, it's difficult to see that 
Gower's hobbyist passion will continue to be 
the only driving force behind its trajectory. 
As has already been proved, there are 
fortunes to be made from tapping gamers 
before they become gamers; Jagex looks 
determined to be at the forefront of 

this browser-gaming goldrush. x 


kids (although they are its key audience): it has appeal for adults, too. "The word- of- 
m because they're not going to school, and they don't post on social networking sites" 
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machine we've ever seen..and the paint job looks fantastic” 
Personal Computer World (PCW.co.uk) ч 
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Edge's most played 


Grand Theft Auto IV 


Some day a real rain will come 

to wash the scum off the streets. 
That rain is the elite Edge squad. 
Or at least would be if we could 
just stop running each other over. 
360, PS3, ROCKSTAR 


Prince Of Persia: 
The Sands Of Time 
3 - 


The camera may be a bit wonky, 
but the exhilaration of its fluid 
movement is still hard to beat. 
Two weak sequels later, will the 
third live up to Sands' pedigree? 
GC, PC, PS2, XBOX, UBISOFT 


Apollo Justice: 
Ace Attorney 


While the game amounts to a 
barely interactive storybook, 
it's a thoroughly entertaining 
improvement on dear old 
Phoenix's less logical trials. 
DS, CAPCOM 


Bored of conflict? 


Point and click, bang, you're dead 
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t the very back of this issue's 
A rece section are remakes 

of 1942 and Commando. At 
the front are Haze and Metal Gear 
Solid 4. The differences between 
those games could fill a book, but 
they all share one basic thing: 
they're about conflict. Ever since 
Spacewar, the only object of which 
was for one thing to destroy 
another, videogames have been 
synonymous with conflict and the 
concept of war. 

Last year, it felt like World War 
Il games had run their course, 
players so inured to their tropes 
that scarcely anything could rouse 
interest. Then Call Of Duty 4 came 
along, moved the basics into a 
modern setting, and instantly 
became many players' game of the 
year, going on to dominate Xbox 
Live activity. Since war is a constant 
of human history, so perhaps it's to 
be expected that it's a constant in 
our entertainment, too. 

It's also one of the simplest 
gaming interactions: put your 
pointer on something and click. It 
creates drama through one of the 
simplest interfaces, but that doesn't 
mean it's homogenised. Call Of 
Duty 4 had you commit a morally 
questionable act in the first minute 
of the first level; Haze goes to 


Last month saw the 16th anniversary of 
Wolfenstein 3D, a game which invited its players 
to live out the ultimate American fantasy of 
singlehandedly overthrowing the Nazi regime. 
More recently, in Army Of Two, we've shot up 
Afghans, Iranians and Chinese. Will games 
always render conflict so straightforwardly? 


great lengths to show how 
misinformation and Chinese 
whispers inform an army as much 
as their superiors; Metal Gear Solid 
has you finding your enemies using 
the toilet, watching them crack up 
under pressure, and falling in love 
with them (though not all at once). 

It seems worlds away from 1942 
— a scrolling phalanx of Zeros ready 
for the fire button and oblivion. 
But is it really? Metal Gear Solid, 
for all its sideways brilliance, has 
always been a product of the Cold 
War mindset: there's a rogue 
nuclear device on the loose, and it's 
going to blow up the planet. Take 
out those bad guys, Snake! Call Of 
Duty 4 ultimately comes down to 
killing lots of bad guys, and Haze 
ultimately comes down to there 
being lots of bad guys to kill. 

This doesn't take away from 
the fact that these games have 
introduced certain new, more 
complex overarching themes to the 
genre, sometimes brilliantly. But 
games are fundamentally about 
how you interact with something — 
be it a tetronimo or a terrorist. The 
dressing has changed, but the core 
is still shooting enemies. Perhaps 
we aren't as far from Commando 


as we'd like to think. Now, is t2 


that a good or bad thing? 
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METAL GEAR SOLID 4: 


GUNS OF THE PATRIOTS 


FORMAT: PS3 RELEASE: JUNE 16 
PUBLISHER: KONAMI DEVELOPER: KOJIMA PRODUCTIONS 
PREVIOUSLY IN: E173, E180, E187, E188 


The Mk II droid (above) features a 
miniature version of Snake's stealth 
system, right down to being kicked 
about when its camouflage fails. It's only 
good for short-range operations, but is 
invaluable for an alert-free playthrough 
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or much of an opening act which is 
F| arguably its best, Metal Gear Solid 4 

is less a sneaking mission than a 
cowering mission. Alone on a new-age 
battlefield, made to take orders from a man 
he barely knows — himself — Solid Snake is 
scrabbling for a bearing, doing the best he 
can to keep his body upright, his mind intact 
Trampled by athletic mechs, chased by 
nihilistic soldiers, and forced to ally himself 
with faceless militias, he is outnumbered and 
outgunned, but above all outmoded. 

How much of this is really Hideo Kojima, 
staggering into a new age of gaming, awed 
and overwhelmed by its inventions, is for the 
man himself to answer. But if each successive 
Snake reflects a part of its creator, or a 
mindset, then Old Snake is surely the most 
affecting. He is, like this final MGS, a mixture 
of great agility and sloth, drive and 
resignation. For all the incredible technology 
he brings to the battle, all the abilities and 
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With enough exposition for a dozen games, the epic mission briefings at least keep your senses busy, with 
advanced camera control and, through the Mk II droid, the chance to hunt for Easter eggs and equipment 


Little needs saying about MGS4's visuals. Beyond textures that look a great deal worse up close, the realities of PS3 
development have taken little away from the game's shock and awe, or indeed the increased humanity of its characters 


charisma, he feels throughout like a species 
on the brink of extinction. 

The year is 2014, and global warfare 
has been privatised, creating five military 
companies that constitute the world's newest 
superpowers. Chairman of every board is 
Liquid Ocelot, Snake's arch rival and now 
owner of over half the world's armed forces 
Worse, he's managed to commander SOP, a 


mark. But that's the price of admission – they 
can be paused and skipped now, but at the 
cost of half the experience — which for fans 
will seem more like a gift. If you've sat in 
lockers while footsteps came and went, 
basked in the glow of Codec chats without 
once checking your watch, or taken time to 
learn the difference between patriots and 
Patriots, MGS4 is your just reward. 


IF you've sat in lockers while footsteps came 
and went, or basked in Codec chats without once 


checking your watch, MGS4 is your just reward 


system designed to control, through 
nanomachines, every weapon and soldier on 
the battlefield. Once again, Snake is pulled 
out of retirement to neutralise the threat — 
even though his body, bred from the genes 
of the legendary Big Boss, is dying on its feet. 

Be warned if you need to ask who these 
people are: this is not a game for Metal Gear 
outsiders. Though every mention of a name, 
event or entity raises a button prompt, which 
in turn triggers a momentary flashback, these 
simply exist to refresh the memory, not stock 
it with new information. Being a kind of 
farewell tour, MGS4 is not a story that spikes 
where you expect it to, either – more a 
collection of emotional triggers, each 
attached to a known person or place. 

Nor is it one that seeks to appease 
the critics, specifically those who lost 
consciousness during hour two of MGS2's 
finale. The cutscenes here are sure to invoke 
that thousand-yard stare, two in particular 
coming perilously close to the 90-minute 


Kojima has, of course, admitted to 
the дате failings (though reports of his 
'disappointment' have been greatly 
exaggerated). The greatest is the size of its 
maps, each venue split between several 
zones, themselves divided by loading 
Screens. So your objective, rather than 
something tangible and relevant, often 
becomes just a marker on the HUD which 
doubles as a reset point for enemies, making 
escapes unduly easy. And it creates a sense 
of restlessness, allowing you all the time you 
want to explore but giving the levels little 
space to explore themselves. 

Technology aside, the problem is 
that MGS4's agenda, unlike that of its 
predecessor, is not its own. Not content to 
just rekindle memories of Metal Gear, the 
game insists on physically revisiting them, 
veering this way and that, back and forth in 
time, the fates of its characters wrenched in 
improbable directions. An entire game could 
(and someday might) plug the gap in 


While casual observers may roll their eyes at 
the inclusion of a fully functioning iPod, fans 
will roll deliriously through the menus with 
the right stick, enjoying a feast of music from 
the series' games, not to mention podcasts 


Harry Gregson Williams' score finds just the right themes 
at a time when Hollywood has seemingly forgotten how. 
The signature piece, Old Snake, can be especially moving 


Raiden's backstory, the Patriots’ one-time pet 
project returning as a Frank Jaeger-style 
cyborg ninja. And while few would begrudge 
the return of Metal Gear Solid's classic bosses 
in the animalised form of The Beauty And 
Beast Unit, the shadow of MGS3's Cobra 
Unit looms large. 

That game felt like a dialogue between 
Kojima and the player, a determined blend of 
action, cinema and podcast. In contrast, 
MGS4 feels more like a genie struggling to 
find enough goodies in the lamp, slave to the 
demands of everyone but itself. Thankfully, 
its ambitions do find space on the battlefield, 
where its cameras flow effortlessly between 
first and thirdperson views, its control system 
finding, at last, the ideal balance of 
intuitiveness and range. 

Though it narrows into a landslide of 
closing levels, action here is remarkably open, 
the AI honouring all kinds of approach. Opt 
for stealth, using the Solid Eye patch and 
Mk II droid for scouting and sabotage, and 
the battle focuses on chokepoints and 
patrol paths. Side with the militia, firing 
freely at the PMC soldiers, and the call 
goes out for reinforcements, waves of 
enemies sucking down your bullets 


Next to Old Snake, Otacon is the real star of MGS4. Rather than gain strength from the power of PS3, he is weakened, his 
skin cracked, his posture broken and mannerisms unsure. He is, in a strictly non-interactive sense, a gaming revolution 


Judgements are saved for when the game 
is over, prompting you to do things 
differently across multiple difficulty levels 
Factor in the twin bars of Psyche and Stress, 
which boost and debilitate Snake as the 
battle evolves, and you have a game fit for 
months instead of days. 

Metal Gear Solid has always been a story 
of duty in the face of obsolescence, and if 
this is really it for Kojima's chapter – and who 
knows, maybe the entire series — his duty has 


been fulfilled. MGS4 is not the game it could 
have been; nor is it the game it would have 
been had the series grown with the benefit 
of hindsight; nor is it the game it should have 
been if you believed that early trailer. But it is 
faithful to its fans, its premise and its heart, 
delivering an experience that is, in so many 
ways, without equal. In years to come, as 
people stand before the grave marked 
‘Tactical Espionage Action’, they'll feel little 
choice but to salute ] 


In Liquid Ocelot, Којіта has forged a superb 
villain, far more complete than in MGS2. On 
the one hand, there's Revolver Ocelot, the 
self-styled gunslinger. On the other, Liquid 
Snake, the vengeful and cunning anarchist 
who finally has the Patriots by the balls 


Gear arsenal 


Knowing, perhaps, that its maps 
are a trifle small, MGS4 packs 
every box and cubbyhole with 
bonus items and equipment, 
encouraging explorative play. 
The new Drebin points system 
makes a valid mechanic out of 
harvesting weapons, giving you 
ammo and cash for other items, 
available at any time via the 
menu. Complete the game and 
your inventory's preserved, 
allowing you to build a complete 
Snake over time, capable of 
every tactic known to the series. 
A barrel joins the cardboard box 
in bringing stealth play to open 
areas. And there's Octocamo, 

of course, the automatic 
camouflage that takes just a 
second to ape its surroundings. 


"HEURE (assis 


FORMAT: PS3 RELEASE: OUT NOW PUBLISHER: UBISOFT 
DEVELOPER: FREE RADICAL PREVIOUSLY IN: E164, E176, E188 


arely does an FPS look beyond the 
RJ barrel of its gun to establish the 

reasons for its existence. The cold 
mechanics of running and gunning usually 
take precedence over socio-political analysis 
or anything other than cursory moralising 
Recent contact with Haze, though, hinted at 
a promising attempt to understand the mass 
psychology of an armed force, with a sideline 
in the effects of performance-enhancing 
drugs. The hope was that this would be 
Halo-meets-Heinlein — а game to challenge 
the mainstream superficiality of the genre. 
Unfortunately, Haze fails to convince that it's 
anything more than a standard shooter and, 
worse, there are several problems with the 


The control system is familiarly well 
tuned, testament to the time spent 
perfecting TimeSplitters, but the rest 
of Haze shares none of the spark that's 
evident in Free Radical's flagship series 


fundamental mechanics, too. 

The games far-from-subtle critique of 
wartime propaganda extends to a myth 
among the troops that the rebel leader has 


fashioned himself a coat made of human 
skin. Demonisation of the enemy is one 
thing, but when handled in such a crass 
manner it tends to undermine the few 
moments where Haze gets it subtly right. 
Similarly, the atrocities glossed over by 
Nectar, the Mantel private army's equivalent 
of marching powder, are represented by your 


Haze is a distinctly unflattering addition 
to PlayStation 3's library, embarrassingly 
reminiscent of the previous generation 


The inclusion of splitscreen co-op may be cited as the reason for subpar visuals, but this is hardly a 
justification for some of the woefully bland environments Haze trudges through on its way to absolution 
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The decision to play as a Mantel trooper or one of the 
Promise Hand rebels inevitably carries more weight in 
multiplayer, and the Team Assault mode provides a pleasing, 
structured series of objectives. Refreshing in a game that 
suffers from a heavily derivative singleplayer campaign 


squad leader having reportedly thrown a 
child into a fire — presumably the most brutal 
war crime Haze could conjure without 
venturing into the realms of the nauseatingly 
distasteful. There's simply no complexity to 
any of the faces you encounter, and all make 
predictably binary decisions 

Were that the whole story, Haze would 
simply be a workable disappointment 
Combined with the shortfalls in elemental 
design, however, it's nothing short of a 
wasted opportunity. Immediately apparent 
is the fact that heavily compressed online 
video and carefully selected screenshots 
have veiled much in the run up to release 
The locales are often overwhelmingly crude, 
with a combination of uninspired art 
direction and apparent technical inability 
resulting in a game that is, at times, 
startlingly unattractive. Low-resolution 
textures and angular, polygon-cheap 
constructions are plastered with shader 
effects in an attempt to mask the engine's 
struggle to manage the mise en scéne, but 
the choice of predominantly dull colours and 
repetition of assets across large areas ensures 
that Haze remains a distinctly unflattering 
addition to PS3's library. Free Radical's 
proprietary engine may ultimately fare better 


with TimeSplitters’ stylised aesthetic, but 
having been handed Haze's gritty, quasi- 
realistic remit, the results are embarrassingly 
reminiscent of the previous generation. 

At its foundation, Haze benefits from 
Free Radical's solid history of gunplay - the 
weapons, particularly the staple clutch of 
assault rifles and shotguns, are unanimously 
weighty and responsive. To augment this, 
much has been made of the contrast in 
tactics between playing as a Nectar-fuelled 
Mantel soldier and a resourceful rebel, but 
in reality the shift in pace is barely 
perceptible. While each class boasts its 
own talents, over the course of ten hours 
the path of least resistance is king. Initial 
amusement with the Nectar system fades to 
apathy when it becomes clear that there's no 
strategy attached to its application and the 
risk of overdose is barely apparent. Equally, 
the rebel skills, which replace Nectar 
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The performance-enhancing effects of Nectar are rarely 


The Mantel troopers, in their wasp-like armour, are 
undeniably iconic, but after cutting down hordes of the 
largely similar enemies, you'll quickly become numb to 
the design. Increased variety between enemy types 
would undoubtedly foster a more cerebral approach 


Shallow thought - 


A7 


anything more profound than lighting up enemies to allow 
for quicker targeting. The other, more secondary benefits 
require specific combat circumstances to be of any great aid 


approximately a third of the way into the 
story, are largely redundant — why force 
three opponents to overdose and hope that 
they dispatch each other when a trio of 
headshots is a perfectly feasible and far 
more efficient tonic? Why scavenge for 
limited ammunition when you can simply 
commandeer a Mantel rifle and claim every 
last round simply by wandering over it? 
The game may not play it straight, but the 
player undoubtedly will. 

The brief forays into vehicular action are 
mercifully short, but are frequent enough to 
warrant discussion. With the expected 
handling and suspension model seemingly 
replaced with that of an unruly shopping 
trolley, there's none of the joy of bounding 
across the landscape in a pliant Warthog to 
be found here. The featureless routes 
peppered with tedious obstructions do little 
to raise the spirits, either. It's at these points 


that Free Radical's misguided desire to mirror 
Halo 3's feature-set to the very last bullet- 
point is most depressingly obvious 

While it's evident throughout the course 
of the campaign that Bungie's epic is what 
Haze most yearns to emulate, in reality it's 
more evocative of Sierra's misfiring TimeShift 
- a game whose headline gimmicks 
ultimately failed to elevate a distinctly 
average shooter to greatness. There are 
glimpses of what could have been, most 
notably in the Team Assault multiplayer 
mode where the asynchronous nature of 
the two sides is far rly defined 


through human control. The few bright 
ideas and engaging set pieces are drowning 
in an ocean of mediocrity, though, and the 
undercooked aesthetics are so weak that 
they pervade the entire experience, turning 
the majority of missions into characterless, 
barren gauntlets to be endured rather than 
enjoyed. Perhaps Free Radical should rest 
its hopes on the game's co-op support, a 
magic salve that so often rescues dour 
experiences, but with the option rapidly 
becoming a hallmark of this generation, 
that it's Haze's one shot at redemption 

is damning 


While the enemy AI is unlikely to 
make waves with Mensa, with 
enemies frequently standing 
stock still in anticipation of your 
perforating them with bullets, it's 
your own squadmates who prove 
the most irksome. Members of 
your fireteam seem magnetically 
attracted to the muzzle of your 
gun, and will often charge 
dramatically across your line 

of fire, only to be scythed down 
in a hail of friendly ordnance. 
Fortunately, at least in the case of 
the plucky rebels, a fraternal pat 
on the back will usually nurse 
battlefield casualties back to 
health in the blink of an eye. 


RACE DRIVER: GRID 
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While not all crashes are terminal, many 
Will cause damage to vehicle handling. 
Decisions over whether to utilise a 
valuable Flashback in such a situation, 


or indeed in a simple contact-free 
spin, can be pivotal to the race result 


s development teams become 
A| more sprawling, and as increasing 

numbers of art assets are outsourced 
to remote studios in the east, it must be 
extremely tempting for developers to 
indulge in external post-processing to 
bring pre-release screenshots to the level 
of ‘polish’ that they expect of the final 
product. Internet forum dwellers, hawk-like 
in their awareness, intolerant of deception 
(perceived or actual), and quick to coin a 
phrase, have long dubbed these images 
"bullshots', at least partly as a deterrent. 

There was some doubt when early 
screens from Race Driver: Grid surfaced as 
to whether they were entirely the work of 
Codemasters’ proprietary EGO engine. 
Suspicion was accentuated by the knowledge 
that TOCA Race Driver 3 was announced 
alongside a series of incredibly detailed target 
renders — high standards of which the final 
game fell well short. With the release of 
Grid it has become a moot point: if the 
screenshots were doctored, most would have 
trouble identifying any exposed seams in 
comparison to the finished article. 

There is no doubt that Grid is a technical 
and artistic tour de force. While GT5: 
Prologue boasts a level of sheer fidelity that 
has not been approached, let alone matched, 
by other racing games, the Gran Turismo 


Drifting is a separate portion of the game, with its own scoring system. Drift-tuned cars handle differently from racers, 
but it's an equally solid handling model. Career mode gives players the opportunity to avoid drifting entirely if they wish 


series has long been criticised for its sterile, 
inert approach to art direction beyond the 
fetishistic reproduction of its cars. Grid, 

in contrast, is a sumptuously warm and 
animated experience and, by virtue of that, 
is actually visually superior to Polyphony's 
efforts, particularly on the level playing 
field of a 720p display. It's no mere tableau, 
either: even the slowest vehicles move with 
frightening alacrity. By the time you're 
threading a Formula Three car through the 
narrow streets of Milan, the world becomes 


The replay mode is the best showcase for Grid's swashbuckling on-track action. Taking its cues from Tony Scott, dramatic angles and shaky camera footage accentuate 


the speed at which overtaking occurs and accidents unfold. It's a shame there's no option to save them for posterity, as a Halo 3-aping Theatre mode is sadly absent 
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a multicoloured smear as tunnel vision closes 
in and the detailed scenery is consumed four 
blocks at a time. 

Sharing each circuit is a cohort of the 
most convincing Al to grace a silicon 
speedway. The pack swarms rather than 
snakes its way around corners, and 
opponents are fallible in an utterly convincing 
fashion. There are no canned spins in the 
traditional sense; sometimes a driver will 
simply run off-line and recover swiftly, other 
times a collision will result in a multi-car pile 


Sometimes a collision will result in a multi-car 
pile up, with shattered vehicles and crumpled 
debris that must be picked through cautiously 


up, with shattered vehicles and crumpled 
debris that must be picked through 
cautiously. Races are invariably incident- 
filled, but in a manner that's neither 
predictable nor implausible. 

Serving as structure, Grid World mode 
provides a career with a laudable degree of 
freedom of choice. Race meetings take place 
across three continents, each with a local 
flavour to its selection, and the player is 
given freedom in choosing the breadth of 
their campaign. TOCA traditionalists will find 
the European races satisfy cravings for 
authenticity, Japan offers distinctly Need For 
Speed-inspired drifting and Touge racing, 
and the US caters for PGR refugees looking 
for tight, angular street circuits. As the career 
mode develops, simplistic managerial 
elements are introduced to provide continuity 


— 


== 
== 


In a departure from previous instalments, there is only a 
single licensed championship, the Le Mans Endurance 
Series, circa 2006. Hopefully the inevitable sequel will see 
additional championships reproduced in the same detail 


between events, with sponsor selection 

the key to squeezing as much lucre as 
possible from each event. Later on, a 
teammate is hired, allowing you to further 
increase your earnings. It's all self-consciously 
unobtrusive, ensuring that players aren't 
burdened by their decisions when the green 
flag drops. Undoubtedly, some will crave 
greater opportunity to tinker with the innards 
of their team, but what's there is certainly fit 
for purpose. 

The ultimate goal of the career is taking 
victory in the famous 24 Heures Du Mans 
endurance race, which is compressed 
here into a marginally more manageable 
24 minutes. Despite this concession to 
comfort, the race remains the most 
challenging of Grid's bestiary — maintaining 
clean lines and diligently clipping every apex 
of every bend for 12 minutes of darkness 
requires absolute concentration. 

Combine that with Grid's exemplary 
damage system, and the danger is that it 
could become punitively difficult — in spite of 
consistently tight and responsive arcade 
handling, the unpredictability of the racing 


means some collisions are unavoidable. 
Fortunately, much of Grid's frustration is 
erased, literally, by the introduction of the 
Flashback system. Any misdemeanour, 

great or small, can be scrubbed from the 
permanent record by an instant replay that 
allows players to rewind to before the error 
and resume the race from there. Limits on 
use are imposed depending on the difficulty 
level, but Flashbacks cater for all but the 
most protracted of accidents. It isn't as 
damaging to the suspension of disbelief as it 
might first appear, and turns a catastrophic 
accident into something to savour, rather 
than a terminal event that simply serves as 
cause for a restart. 

There are few areas where Grid 
disappoints, but the most noticeable is the 
audio accompaniment. Given the visual 
fireworks, dramatic racing and calibre of 
vehicles on offer, Grid's collection of engine 
notes should be a symphony of piercing V12 
wails and low, gut-punching V8 throbs 
Instead, environmental audio appears on 
an equal footing, creating an inherent 
weakness, and resultant homogeneity, to 


The EGO engine is an advanced form of Neon, the force 
behind Colin McRae: Dirt. The persistent damage 
modelling is new, however, having been totally rewritten 


the simulated combustion — something that 
could perhaps be remedied with as little as a 
tweak to the equalisation. 

Ultimately, though, Race Driver: Grid is 
a scintillating racing experience, and as a 
revitalisation of the Race Driver series it's 
utterly successful. Codemasters has quietly 
built itself a commanding position in the 
pantheon of racing game developers, proudly 
eligible to sit alongside the platform-exclusive 
budgets and teams. With the developer 
having recently acquired the licence, 
embattled Formula One fans will no doubt 
look upon Grid and hope that life can one 
day imitate Codemasters' incendiary art. [9] 


Should Grid's cunning Al be too little 
challenge, players can venture online for 
12-player races, which boast the same 

damage physics as the solo game. Public 
games will no doubt be characterised 
by fountains of carbon fibre and glass 


Predictably, Grid offers the opportunity 
for the insane to compete in a full-length 
Le Mans 24-hour race. Without Al driver 

changes, though, there will be few takers 


In a tradition started with Dirt, 
Race Driver: Grid's presentation 
is as notable as the on-track 
action. Menus see you shifting 
position inside a working 
garage, with your vehicle parked 
in position and mechanics 
wandering past. As your 
reputation improves, so do your 
surroundings. As the cars line 
up on the grid, the driver and 
team names are integrated, 
allowing you to identify in 
which vehicle your arch rival is 
ensconced. As a final amusing 
addition, you can choose a 
forename or nickname, which is 
how your chief mechanic and 
agent will refer to you during 
their spoken dialogue. 
ERED AN ATE ERT SENS TRACES HED 
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While the range and variety of 
locations is necessarily smaller 
than that provided by Star Wars, 
Spielberg's films allow for more 
traditional boss encounters, 
such as the giant snake found 
late in the Lost Ark episode 


60 (VERSION TESTED), DS, PC, PS3, WII 
САБАП» DEVELOPER: TRAVELLER'S TALES 


loaded cinematic mythology 
A| complete with its own galloping 
theme tune, tightly defined 
wardrobe, rich colour palette and a Saturday 
matinee spread of locations: to Traveller’s 
Tales, Indiana Jones must have appeared as 
natural a follow-up project to Star Wars as it 
did to George Lucas some 27 years ago. But 
while the idea of translating the principles 
and boundaries of Lego Star Wars over to a 
different film IP seems robust, in practice the 
move isn't as smooth as the sales pitch. 
The lack of a Star Wars-style ensemble 
cast is somewhat tempered by the stubbly 
poise of its hero, who doffs fedoras and 


Bullets are a luxury rather than a certainty, and managing this 
resource brings an unfamiliar edge. Spades and pistols aren't 
as much fun to fight with as Lightsabers and blasters, and it's 
here the game suffers most from comparison to its forebear 


If the in-game levels feel at once 
familiar and alien, the structure 
that envelops the game's levels 
stays constant from Star Wars. 


Barnett College acts as the hub 
from which each episode in the 
trilogy is accessed, and while its 
layout is more spread out than 
the Mos Eisley cantina, the Croft 
mansion-style overarching 
puzzles are a welcome addition. 
The loading screen takes the form 
of the iconic tea-stained map 
traced by the red-marker-pen line 
representing Indy's progression, 
and returning to his place of 
employment in between missions 
feels both logical and natural. 
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whips enemies in for a punch (and girls in 
for a squeeze) in adorable fashion whenever 
the chance arises. But the relentless focus 
and reliance on Indy himself (as dictated by 
the movie trilogy's plots) upsets the 
developer's established alchemy. 

While supported by an ever-changing 
sidekick whose abilities are usually distinct to 
his own, Indy's constant onscreen presence 
has given him access to a much wider variety 
of different tools and interactions than those 
found in Lego Star Wars' cast members. 
Spades, whips, wrenches and pistols will dig, 
fight, swing, climb, topple, shoot and fix 
whenever the need arises. While the benefits 


Indy's whip is used to swing him across ravines. Since 
aiming the whip can be irksome, beams of light show 
where to stand to ensure it automatically hits its target 


of a Swiss Army Knife lead character are 
obvious, his myriad abilities, all squeezed 
on to the controller's four face buttons, 
come at the expense of the simplicity, 
elegance and teamwork approach that 
defined Lego Star Wars. 

The emphasis, surely appropriate for an 
archaeologist, is now on discovering and 
uncovering items, and the new ability to pick 
up, move and place objects forms the basis 


for most of the game's obstacles and puzzles. 


In stark contrast to the Jedi's Force, which 
conjoured solutions from the air, Indy must 
now dig up or construct his answers by 


In an effort to restrict their move-sets, Indy and certain 
other characters later in the game have specific phobias 
that prevent them from acting. For these sections you'll 
need to switch characters and find a way to remove the 
creepy-crawlies in question before you can both proceed 


uncovering and placing keys in keyholes, 
finding wrenches to fix getaway cars and 
picking up jewels before inserting them 
into the eyes of statues to reveal hidden 
pathways. As a result it’s a puzzle-heavy, 
physical game, built from Lego cogs and 
wheels and, thanks to Traveller's Tales' tireless 
adherence to logic, this more traditional 
videogame approach is a continual success. 
However, the game suffers from a 
slow start, the first six chapters indistinct 
and repetitive. Once into the two sequels, 
however, the range and tone of the 
environments moves away from Tomb Raider 
familiarity, and it blossoms. Individual levels 
are long and intricate, and players fresh 
from The Complete Saga, which presented 
all six Star Wars episodes, won't feel 
shortchanged by what's ostensibly a 
smaller package. 
Nevertheless, it's a good game held 
back from being a great one by virtue of 
the rules of the story it apes. Always solid 
and dependable but rarely inspired, it 
demonstrates how the Lego Star Wars 
formula might struggle to keep reinventing 
itself in new roles after its award-winning 
and defining debut. [6] 


T NOW 


The characters and storylines aren't particularly memorable. 


What does it take to get someone who can write decent 
rhyming verse instead of yet another jobbing poetaster? 


ER: IN-HOUSE 


Ij) ts taken а while, but Boom Blox 
| is perhaps the purest fulfilment of 
Wii's promise to date. Not because 
it's a simple, accessible game that's great fun 
to play – though that's a major part of it. 
And not because it has brilliantly intuitive 
controls that anyone walking into the room 
can instantly grasp, or combines these with 
an interface that couldn't confuse a monkey. 
Not even because it's a great party game. 
Boom Blox is simply a game you couldn't 
imagine being on any other system — or 
even getting past the concept stage for any 
other system. Boom Blox isn't just available 
for Wii, it exists because of it. 
Because of this, at its best Boom Blox 
is nothing but fun at its most undiluted. 
The most basic gametypes see you simply 
trying to topple a tower (the fewer throws 
the better), whizzing the camera around 
the structure, identifying the weakpoint, 
and then throwing a ball at the blocks as 
hard as you can before watching the entire 
edifice slo-o-owly topple over. Further 
elements are introduced slowly — crystal 
blocks that all need to be knocked down 
before the level ends, points blocks (and 
negative points blocks), chemical blocks that 
will explode on contact with each other, 
disappearing purple blocks and bomb 


blocks — although even the most complex 
levels tend to stick to a maximum of two or 
three varieties at most. 

Together, these add up to intricate and 
rewarding multi-tiered designs that run the 
gamut from simple weakpoint-spotting to 
glorious blocky carnage (the Warrior level is 
a particularly enjoyable piece of sly humour.) 
Gold mining and block pulling are inspired 
variations on the basic physics of the game, 
and all stages have medal targets that you 
(mostly) won't get on a first attempt — 
beyond that, challenge modes provide a 
surprisingly stiff test. 

The multiplayer is comprehensive, with 
all of the singleplayer variants featured and 
selectable from first booting the game up – 
most welcome is the option to choose 
between co-operative and competitive 
gametypes. A Jenga-esqe mode proves 
competitively popular, while the turn-based 
throwing puzzles are frequently balanced on 
a sweary knife-edge. It's a significant part of 
the game, and ensures longevity beyond all 
of those gold medals. 

Boom Blox isn't all roses, however. 

A number of stages see you, rather than 
influencing the action directly, clearing 

the way for or protecting an animal as it 
tries to reach a goal. These aren't particularly 


Shooting sections are surprisingly well executed, although they never approach the anarchic entertainment of simply 
scattering things. It's strange that Boom Blox has weaker variants when the core idea is so flexible and works so well 


difficult (although one or two of the final 
few throw up nasty exceptions), but they're 
just not very much fun when compared to 
the rest, and a real contrast to the other 
stages that concentrate more on the 
essential purity of the concept. 

But perhaps Boom Blox's greatest 
achievement is reminding you why 
Nintendo's console was so exciting in the first 
place. In a software catalogue that, barring 
firstparty titles and the very occasional 
thirdparty exception, consists of rehashed 
nonsense with added waggle and transitory 
party games, Boom Blox immediately stands 
out. It's easy to understand, it has a masterful 
user interface, and, even when it's presenting 
one particular challenge as a collection of 
blocks assembled in the form of the EA 
corporate logo, its sense of fun remains its 
boldest, and defining, characteristic. [8] 


While throwing, you'll 

Î eventually be able to choose 
between baseballs, bowling 
balls, bouncy balls and 
exploding balls (as well as, 
oddly enough, a water hose) 


брин 
Creation myth 


448 HW» | 


Воот Blox comes with a level 
editor that has all of the game's 
hallmarks of simple interface and 
complex possibilities. It's easy to 
start messing around, throw a 
few bomb blocks in, and just 
have fun blowing it all up (you're 
allowed to try your creations out 
instantly). But when you get the 
ability to raise the level of the 
ground, establish solid block 
supports, then lower the ground 
and begin building from the 
lower point upwards, dizzying 
creations begin to come into 
play. It's disappointing there's no 
more in terms of online support 
than sharing with friends – but 
that's more likely down to Wii's 
current online standing than 

the Boom Blox team. 
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SID MEIER'S 


CIVILIZATION REVOLUTION 


ED) RELE UNE 16 
R: FIRAXIS 


Multiplayer has been built from 
the ground up for this new 
version of Civilization. Up to four 
players can play head to head in 
what, thanks to the fast pace, 
feels like an expanded and multi- 
layered development of XBLA 
favourite Carcassonne. The map 
size is always set but land and 
water formations are random. In 
this mode, the various statistical 
bonuses of each nation you can 
play as come to the fore. The 
combination of random maps 
and random starting positions 
make multiplayer matches 
endlessly interesting and varied. 
Be warned, though, these battles 
are hardly short bursts of play. 


Cities form the cornerstones of your 
emerging civilisation. These are the bases 
from which you construct units (initially 
just settlers, to found more cities, and 
warriors, to defend them) buildings and 
‘wonders’ — 21 historical monuments that 
grant bonuses to the city and its people 


After set numbers of wins against enemy squads you get the option to upgrade a military unit with a 


he platform may have changed but 
T Civilization, as with history itself, still 

asks the same question of its would- 
be rulers: what kind of player are you to be? 
There are a thousand micro-decisions to be 
made in constructing an answer, but at a 
macro level you must choose one of four 
domination endgames as you steer your 
civilisation from ancient to modern: cultural, 
economic, technological or military. 

While progression through the game 
necessitates a dalliance with all of the routes 
to power, console players have been granted 
as much space to grow and develop with 
ideological freedom as the series’ PC 
audience has ever enjoyed. So while you'll 
inevitably gain territory, defend your borders, 
build cities, birth men and women of 
greatness and create institutions and 
wonders that come to define your nation, 
the choice is yours to use diplomatic tact or 
military might, the pursuit of beauty and art 
or the grasping of science and technology. 

In the move to console, Revolution has 
retained its turn-based, board-game-like 
structure but softened its edges and burned 
off the stodge, pulling elements from the 


special ability. This can mean the difference between a win and a loss when attempting to sack a city 
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The cities you establish are all automatically named after 
real-life counterparts. Of course, it's possible to upset the 


geography by placing, for example, Liverpool south of London, 
and the option to use custom names is a welcome enjoyment 


previous four mainline games to create 
something altogether different. A single 
playthrough takes from three to five hours, 
the emphasis put on repeat play with 
different nations and approaches in order to 
fully mine the game's considerable depths. 
This condensing of the traditional Civ 
experience into a shorter timeframe is 
achieved by reducing the size of the play 
area. The result is a natural limiting of the 
number of cities you establish down from 
20-odd to between five and ten while at the 
same time dictating an increase in the rate at 
which you bang heads with other nations. 
Every singleplayer game features four rival 
civilisations to compete against, and while 
these limitations reduce the breadth of the 
experience, the depth remains with the 
added bonus of a new-found pace. 
Produced specifically for consoles, the 
move from mouse to pad has been smooth, 
the game employing only a few of the 
buttons available to it. The D-pad is used to 
Switch between units while the left stick 
directs them around the map. The bumpers 
provide access to a simple management 


As the culture of your cities increases, historical figures 
are attracted to them. These characters can either grant 
an instant bonus or be invited to stay for long-term gains 


system for cities and diplomatic relationships 
while a single face-button ends the current 
round at any point. 

The game leads its player carefully 
through the complexities of the system so 
that the rules never seem overwhelming and 
options are always clear and defined at each 
stage, even when the choice grows giddying. 
While the streamlined and brisk approach 
that brushes over some of the minutiae of 
the previous games might cause some PC 
fans to baulk, Revolution has concentrated 
rather than diluted the Civ experience, 
creating an expression of the concept that's 
perfectly suited to its platform. [8] 


LOSTWINDS 


T: WII RE OUT NOW 


IER: NINTENDO 


t: FRONTIER 


intendo speaks of WiiWare giving 
birth to ideas that would stall under 
J the more demanding eye of a 
publisher; few-of the finished titles fit the bill 
so perfectly as LostWinds. An all-new IP, 
based on a concept submitted to Frontier's 
'Game of the Week' forum and an idea 
closest to a proven commercial failure, 
Okami, this is not the type of game we have 
grown accustomed to on Wii, yet exactly the 
type of game the console deserves. 

It is hard to talk of LostWinds without 
mentioning Capcom's white wolf, though 
the comparison is a tad unfair. Alone, 


The toughest puzzles stem from the planting and growth 
of plant seeds. Drying plants into husks and their watery 
rejuvenation will require sneaky elemental slipstreaming 


Ameratsu was a force to be reckoned with, 
empowered further with the celestial brush. 
In Toku, the chibi hero of this piece, we find 
little more than a camera on legs, absolutely 
in need of the player-directed elements to 
survive and proceed. 

Dividing control of Токи and the wind – 
here represented by the spirit Enril - between 
the Nunchuck and the Remote shows the 
kind of control clarity that has escaped even 
Nintendo - the stubby, boring Toku on the 
similarly limited Nunchuck, with the wonder- 
baton directing the exciting wind powers. 
Early concerns over ease of control are 
dispelled after a minute's play, a slight 
slowdown in time added to the wind-casting 
process avoiding panicked fumblings. 

Such accessibility is in no small part due 
to the expert pacing with which each new 
gusty trick is explored. There is a distinct 
whiff of Metroid in the careful doling out 
of abilities, each given just enough time 
to settle in before the next appears. Time- 
consuming navigation becomes a wind- 
propelled doddle, before slipstreaming is 
introduced and Toku is piloted directly with 
a player-drawn path. However, it is this 
pacing that arguably provides the biggest 
gripe with LostWinds. 

Completed at around the three-hour 
mark, the game's generous gifting of skills is 


The wind is so heavily implemented that even the 


humblest lever cannot be tugged without some 
force-five assistance. And who'd have known gales 
would be so handy to the turnip-plucking process? 


Most areas pack in some form of interactivity, and a side-effect of the slipstreaming ability is the addition 
to play of bullet-time. Hitting B slows down the action, allowing the neat particle effects to truly shine 


to the detriment of its challenge. In some 
ways it plays more like a single Zelda 
dungeon as opposed to a grand adventure, 
in that you're not given the time to forget 
how everything works. The puzzles are such 
that not one of your powers goes unused for 
long — a praiseworthy feat, certainly, but also 
denying you those glorious eureka moments 
we expect from puzzle-platformers. 

That said, there is a playfulness to 
LostWinds that will surely extend its playtime 
beyond the bounds of narrative (which is 
surprisingly well told for a downloadable title 
— a format usually adverse to the singleplayer 
adventure). Whether discovering the effects 
of new powers on the environments — 
grabbing a baby from its mother's arms or 
slipstreaming cherry blossom into a glorious 
pink vortex — or simply sweeping a whirligig 
Toku around on a sycamore-like seed pod, 
the room for experimentation fits the toybox 
mentality apparent in so many of the host 
console5 better titles. 

Complemented by charming art design 
and some impressive technical realisation, 
especially considering the minimal storage 
Space it takes up, there is plenty to love 
about LostWinds. When the credits roll 
and the final words remind you of 
LostWinds' humble ‘Game of the Week’ 
origins, you can't help but read it as a 
cheeky 'So there!' to publishers everywhere. 
And it has every right to say it. [8] 


The sense of playful 
experimentation is felt most 
painfully by the enemy Glorbs 
you encounter on your journey. 
Dashing them against a hard 
surface will finish them off, but 
why take the easy route when 
you could paint a stream of fire 
directly into their faces? Or 
freeze them helplessly in a mid- 
air vortex before bludgeoning 
them with a nearby boulder? 
Toku's chirpy hat masks a 

dark and vicious mind. 
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Spells exist in the form of 
elemental smart bombs. 
Particularly neat is one 
teleportation number that 
warps all enemies in the 
level to your current spot: so 
long as you can escape alive, 
the route is clear to the exit 


Swords 


Sword combat sees lots of buttons bashed, 
with a Remote swish for a lunge. Lock-on is 
essential, the corridors distinctly camera- 
unfriendly during more hectic moments 


BAROQUE 


FORMAT: PS2, WII (VERSION TESTED) 
RELEASE: JUNE 27 PUBLISHER: RISING STAR 
DEVELOPER: STING PREVIOUSLY IN: E186 


While the majority of combat 
focuses on swishing around 
ludicrously long swords, the 
Protagonist also comes armed 
with a strong bowling action. 
Any item in your inventory can be 
tossed, and while to begin with it 
seems best used to free up space 
you soon learn that lobbing 
dangerous items will be to the 
detriment of foes. Collecting a 
huge amount of dubious treats 
as you go - rotten meat, teeth- 
breaking bones and sword- 
shattering power-ups – you'll 
learn to love the clutter when 
facing later, tougher enemies. 
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t's easy to get carried away when 
J talking about Baroque, for there are 

few games that sound as interesting 
At its heart lies a randomly generated 
dungeon-crawler with a basic thirdperson 
combat system, but upon it Sting has hung 
all manner of theoretical oddness and 
intriguing narrative devices. You are the 
Protagonist, amnesia-ridden but not without 
an immense sense of guilt for an unknown 
crime. Surely it ties into the post-apocalyptic 
state the world is in, but the answers will 
only come in time, and through death. 

Every time you penetrate the central 
dungeon to its base or, more often than not, 
die, you are booted back into a nearby town 
where the subtly tweaked ramblings of locals 
slowly fill in the gaps in your memory. 
Offering up chunks of back-story as incentive 
for repeat trips is certainly a novel ideal, but 
one that largely hinges on Sting’s ability to 
craft a suitably engrossing tale. Baroque, 
with its cast of angels, insane gods and 
Cenobite wannabes, too often stumbles into 
baffling sci-fi realms, leaving all but the most 
tuned-in player thumbing through the 
instruction manual for guidance. 

Occasionally it comes together for a 
thrilling moment of revelation. Finally 
understanding that one character is 
telepathically channelling your own thoughts 
puts her mad exclamations into poignant 


Eliza 


Don't come near me... Bring 
back... the Consciousness 
Orbs... 


perspective, and grander melodrama 
concerning shifting alliances with the 
creatures you meet is well handled. But these 
are the story nuggets the game hands over 
for your inability to stay alive. To eke out the 
tales of the remaining characters you must 
stumble haphazardly through a glossary of 
‘consciousness orbs’ and 'Baroquemongers' 

‘Better on paper’ will surely be inscribed 
on Baroque's tombstone. The fat inventory 
list is ripe with fresh ideas, but so many are 
thrown away with dull application. Take the 
‘Exposure Coat’ – a defensive mac that 
would be of great help if only it didn't force 
you to whip it off whenever you meet an 
enemy. A complete one-shot joke of an 
item, it is ruined by relegating the punchline 
to a flash (tee hee) of text when you next 
meet a monster. Traps that turn items into 
rotten meat, mystery boxes that contain 
treats or bombs, a range of parasites that will 
bond with the host for stat bonuses – these 
are all fascinating ideas, squandered in limp 
text descriptions. 

The only area in which the game 
satisfyingly realises the twisted ideas is in 
mental ailments. Blindness, lethargy, poison – 
by no means innovative, but completely 
refreshed by incorporating them as realtime 
visual filters. Fumbling blind in a darkened 
labyrinth is far more convincing than taking 
an accuracy stat hit for the same ailment 


A large selection of your inventory is 
dedicated to speeding up progress. But 
quickly reaching the dungeon base will 
only hinder your grasp of the narrative 


Particularly entertaining is lust, in which 
enemies, items and yourself are transformed 
into floating geishas, with only their natural 
shadows remaining to tell health pickup from 
snarling beastie. Bathed in thick pink mist — 
think Silent Hill goes Vegas - this a rare 
moment when Sting does its ideas justice. 
Time spent with Baroque will leave you 
with great anecdotes. Just pray your 
audience doesn't get to play it, too. [5] 


Colourful characters abound, even if they do seem to 
come from Clive Barker's rejects pile. Longneck is a 
favourite, as is Coffin Man, with his offers to craft you 
a final resting place every time you enter his dungeon 


IRON MAN | SOUL BUBBLES 


FORMAT: DS RELEASE: JUNE 13 
FORMAT: 360 (VERSION TESTED), PS3 RELEASE: OUT NOW PUBLISHER: EIDOS DEVELOPER: MEKENSLEEP 
PUBLISHER: SEGA DEVELOPER: SECRET LEVEL PREVIOUSLY IN: E188 


The cityscapes make an impression on your first flyby, but the samey challenges chip away at the game 
to the point that eventually you no longer really care how much effort and skill has gone into the art 
t's becoming a little Iron Man is a game vainly in search of { 
і | monotonous їо play each a purpose. Levels have you flying Although there is usually just one route to the exit, 
1 z marked by a trail of stars, the levels frequently branch 
year's new superhero licences: around a decent-sized open space, off in other directions which you must search for 
every time you're hoping this is the taking out a number of targets, which collectible items that unlock later parts of the game 
occasion they get it right; this is the causes a number of other targets to 
time it was right to be excited over spawn, which causes even more oul Bubbles' backdrops environments are just as distinctive in 
those pretty screenshots; this is the targets (or, if you're lucky, a boss) to | are sumptuous. Almost their own way, while its ambient 
time you won't regret spending your spawn, and so on. overworked, their detail soundtrack — faint drums and singing 
money. We'll have to wait a bit longer, It's a numbing piece of design, is pretty much the antithesis of fading in through the wind or the 
because /ron Man is a tiresomely each level mirroring what came before, LocoRocos crisp vector shapes — and rumble of rocks — proves captivating. 
inadequate videogame. and when combined with the constant yet it's that game with which Soul It's a balm against the oppressive chaos 
It looks good, check, and it has the onslaught of missiles later in the game Bubbles bears the closest comparison. of so many other games. 
Hollywood cast on voiceover duties, (the enemy's only effective weapon), It's a comparison that leaves Soul But, if anything, the game remains 
check. Iron Man can fly about at a fair Iron Man becomes an absolute slog. Bubbles the loser — but not by much too laid back - the escalation of its 
old lick, check, and there's a nice It's the worst kind of rapidly developed and not for any aesthetic difference challenge coming a little late. Your 
thumping sound when he lands and tripe, a game that sells itself on between the two. Soul Bubbles' primary task is herding seven tiny souls 
runs along the ground, check. Then superficial visuals and echoes of around a circuitous path, encasing 
you actually begin trying to play a Hollywood, and another to add to | them in a protective bubble and 
few levels, and it becomes clear that the long list of limp film licences. [2] puffing it along with a sweep of the 


stylus. There is satisfaction in simply 
blowing your bubble about and 
watching it deform as it bounces off 
the surroundings. Which is fortunate: 
up until the last few stages, this is 


› the Spirits on the pretty much all that the game involves. 
e them! 


You'll find yourself just holding down the right trigger 
for most of the game, making full use of the semi- 
auto lock-on, and then simply defeating the same 
enemies over and over in attritional merry-go-rounds 


There are dangers to avoid, 
however. If the bubble bursts, as it will 
when beset by animals or punctured 
by Aztec booby-traps, the souls will 
perish quickly. Rarely are these hazards 
much more than fiddly to overcome, 
and as pleasant as it is to simply 
navigate through these levels, you 
do end up wishing for a really taxing 
puzzle – something to stimulate rather 
than soothe your brain. Though this 
never comes, Soul Bubbles is so 
There аге no real puzzles — occasionally, you'll enchanting, its fundamental behaviour 
have to carry water in a bubble to douse flames, so neatly realised, that you can forgive 


but there's nothing that will keep players" ا‎ 
brows furrowed for more than a few seconds it being a little simple. 7] 
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NOITU LOVE 2 - 
DEVOLUTION 


PC RELEASE: OUT NOW 
К: WWW.KONJAK.ORG D )PER: IN-HOUSE 


ENERGY. 


Foi Ct —' 


The enemies, the Darns, somehow manage to be 


emember Gunstar Heroes? It's 
| not too great a leap to call 

Noitu Love 2 the spiritual 
successor to Treasure's shooter — 
conceptually as well as aesthetically. It's 
built on the same old-school idea of 
what a side-scrolling shooter should 
be: a level populated with endless bad 
guys, punctuated by some slightly 
more talented bad guys, and then 
topped off with a good old fat boss. 

Great stuff — and it mostly is. 

Thanks to controls built around the 
flexibility of a roaming pointer and 
your various characters' abilities, the 
pace of the game rarely lets up. There's 
a constant flow of cannon fodder, with 
inventive environments (that have 
some significant topsy-turvy moments) 
providing an engaging backdrop to the 
combo-chasing. The side-scrolling 


rather charming despite the fact they're nothing more 
than mindless killing robots. Must be the big smiles 


occasionally slips into a formulaic 
few minutes of left-to-right button 
mashing, but Noitu Love 2 is really 
built around its frequent, and always 
well executed, set-pieces. 

These usually involve a screen- 
filling behemoth, but also take the 
simpler form of flourishes for the sake 
of it – the intro to the second level, 
say, where your character stands on a 
platform as it falls through a cathedral, 
or a later section where Super Mario 
Galaxy-esque gravity switches see you 
rapidly flip between floor and roof. 

The original Noitu Love was a 
decent enough shooter, but this sequel 
takes it to a new level of refinement 
and set-piece polish. There's a lot of 
replay value and unlockables to go 
with a lot of shooting; it's a welcome 
blast from the 16bit days. [7] 


ENERGY. 


ec oo of oe 


En ER E 


ome of these minigames get 
S] you to move the stylus and 

press a button! That really is 
the height of New International Track 
& Field's complexity, but that's the way 
it always has been for a series which is 
all about pummelling buttons faster 
than your friends. Sumo's DS 
recreation is therefore incredibly loyal, 
albeit updated with a cast of cutesy 3D 
caricatures and online capabilities. 

The majority of events involve 
scribbling rapidly on the screen with 
the stylus. Some then occasionally 
require you to tap a button - either to 
jump a hurdle, take a gulp of breath 
or toss a projectile. On rare occasions, 
you do more: shooting has you move a 
slider along the base of the screen; the 
discus requires you to set the angle at 
which you release it. It's not especially 
challenging, but it does threaten to 
give you RSI. You hope the DS screen 
is made of sterner stuff than your 
wrists, because it takes a thrashing. 
There is a career mode, single 


SUMO DIGITAL 


Sumo has done a decent job of presentation. The 
characters are colourful and entertaining, the 
interface is bold and clear, and, endearingly, it's 
all set to an 8bit-style Chariots Of Fire theme 


event mode and a series of challenges 
which allow you to unlock Konami 
characters like Simon Belmont and 
Pyramid Head as playable characters. 
But really this is all a sideshow to the 
single-cart, multi-cart and wifi online 
modes. The latter allows you to set up 
friends lists and a rivals list for people 
you've met during play but haven't 
been given a friend code for. A ticker 
displays events happening online 
elsewhere — world records being 
broken; your records being broken. 
There may not be much to the 
game, but Sumo has done an 
astounding job of bolstering it with 
online facilities that are entirely 
uncommon on the platform. For 
what it is, it's as worthy a remake 
as you could possibly want. [7] 


Noitu Love 2 is best on ‘hard’. Incidentally, 
medium doesn't put up much of a struggle, 

and there's another difficulty setting unlocked 
through completing the game on hard, anyway 


Some events require you to scribble with the stylus 
and then hit X or the shoulder button. You can tap 
the screen instead, but it's rarely convenient — your 
stylus is usually already occupied in rapid movement 


98 


AN 1942: JOINT STRIKE 


ЛАТ: 360 (VERSION TESTED), PS3 F Е: TBC 


CAPCOM 


sine 


mip his isn't the first time Capcom 
T| has updated its seminal, early- 

ai ‘80s vertical shoot ‘em up for 
a contemporary audience. But while 
1944: The Loop Master and 19XX: The 
War Against Destiny were bombastic 
reimaginings, this casual-gaming-style 
remake is, in stark contrast to the spirit 
of the series, dull. 

Contributing to the game's 
problems is the move to widescreen. 
While previous members of the 194X 
family corridor the player through 
narrow assault courses of whizzing 
planes and streaking bullets thanks 
to a vertical screen orientation, Joint 
Strike's levels feel roomy and under- 
populated. The diminutive planes, 
ships and tanks that make up the 
дате” vehicles are swamped by empty 
space, inflicting a lack of pace and 
urgency, a feel that's worsened by your 
plane's ambling speed. While the odd 
stray bullet will catch you out, the 
enemy formations seem more 
designed for show than to wrong-foot 
your manoeuvres. Moreover, Backbone 
has borrowed ideas from other 
examples in the genre and, with them, 
diluted the original game's tight focus. 


R: BACKBONE ENTERTAINMENT 


ГУ 
The game's framework (the access to scoreboards 
for each difficulty level, plus tutorials and online 
features) mirrors Backbone's other XBLA/PSN 
Capcom game (see right), a consistency that 
is welcome and helps build a sense of brand 


The closer your plane is to the enemy 
ship you're destroying, the more points 
you earn, a half-hearted attempt to 
introduce risk/reward to an otherwise 
straightforward scoring mechanic. 

The use of a 3D engine to paint 
what's essentially a 2D point of view 
might have made financial sense but 
aesthetically it's a mistake. Bland, 
expressionless backgrounds are 
punctuated with a too-small selection 
of enemy ships. Boss ships, while 
boasting multiple parts that can be 
destroyed piece by piece, are so 
uninspired as to be anonymous. 

Not even Norihiko Hibino's score 
can inject a sense of drama or occasion 
into proceedings. In the end, what 
emerges is a remake that's peculiarly 
of its time: a western-style, casual 
gaming aping of the Japanese shoot 
'em up that's less homage than banal 
dilution, and the game sucks the life 
and vibrancy from its rich lineage. 
Softening the edges of a notoriously 
cranky genre might seem like a way 
to appeal to gaming's newer, less 
attentive and persistent demographics, 
but here all it's done is to erase the 
lines that once defined a classic. [4] 


The game features twoplayer 
co-operative play both online 
and off, and in this mode the 
two planes can combine to 
perform the Joint Strike move 


360 (VERSION TESTED), PS3 ASE: TBC 


CAPCOM DEV 


ercs, one of Capcom's early 
M| on-foot shooters and the 

sequel to Commando, is 
regarded as one of the finest arcade 
games of its time, and its subsequent 
ports to the Mega Drive, Amiga, 
Commodore 64 and ZX Spectrum 
earned it a strong fanbase among 
home gamers as well as those in 
the arcade. That it's taken Capcom 
18 years to arrive at another sequel is 
a surprising shame and, while fans 
might be concerned at the decision 
to farm the game out to a western 
developer and launch it on to the 
contemporary arcades of choice, 
XBLA and PSN, they can rest easy: 
unlike the other game on this page, 
this is a robust success. 

The premise is macho Hollywood: 
control a muscle-ripped, one-man 
army ploughing through waves of 
enemies with a overpowered range 
of weapons aimed through twin-stick 
precision. With medals to collect, a 
one-in-one-out weapon pick-up 
system and longhaired, bearded 
hostages to free, this is, viewed 
generously, a vertical Metal Slug. 
The pace is fast and enjoyable and, 
while the palette of enemy types 
seems smaller than that of Mercs, 
Commando 3's use of the older 
game's fonts, pick-up graphics and 


LOPER: BACKBONE ENTERTAINMENT 


While not every one of the game's six main levels 
ends with a hulking boss, the range of graphical 
themes spur the player on to see what's coming 


weapon types ensures that it feels 
like a genuine sequel. 

With just three lives and no 
continues, the emphasis might 
appear to be on score attack play. 
Unfortunately, though, the game 
itself is poorly tuned for it: enemies 
constantly respawn, making high-score 
attempts a case of creeping forward at 
a snail's pace for snowballing gains 
rather than relying on precision and 
reaction to take down a set, limited 
number of opponents. 

Secret areas accessed by the 
game's new move (a grenade that 
travels further the longer the button is 
held) provide some incentive for replay, 
but the scoring system means it won't 
be taken seriously by those looking for 
an exacting long-term challenge. 
However, as a short, sharp blaze of 
fun, it's every bit as brash and ballsy 
as Mercs ever was. [6] 


The option to be joined by two other players 
for threeplayer co-op is a fine touch, especially 
since the difficulty level adapts accordingly 
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city of opportunity 
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It’s the world's most vibrant city. 
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meet, attracting the biggest and 
best international developers 
while nurturing a lively games 
industry of its own. 
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REGION SPECIFIC: 


SINGAP 


he line between work and play is seldom 
distinct in game development, which for a 

country like Singapore must be troubling. It 
hasn't become the sixth-richest nation on Earth by 
twiddling its thumbs. While older countries built 
media empires, celebrities and, of course, games, this 
island off the coast of Malaysia was building itself. 

For its youth, that's meant national service, the 
pursuit of high grades, and a brisk path into a secure 
profession. Like banking. The perils of creativity have 
been left to other nations, Singapore's spend-happy 
consumers importing culture like their government 
imports sand, water and labour. Despite strict laws 
governing etiquette and personal behaviour, not all of 
which keep pace with those of the modern world, 
they've created a melting pot without equal, with one 
foot in Asia and the other in the west. It's connected, 
both in language and infrastructure, and faces few of 
the barriers that insulate countries like Japan, Korea 
and China. It's perfect, in other words, for the industry 
its schools and parents fear the most. 

So the Singapore government, certainly one of the 
most proactive and efficient, faces multiple dilemmas. 
How do you attract companies like EA when a game 
like Mass Effect is banned for featuring something as 
passé as a same-sex love scene? How do you exploit a 
groundswell of local creative talent when your 
schools, handed a knockout portfolio, skip the pages 
in search of old-fashioned grades? Who needs 
educating more in that scenario: the adults or the 
kids? If Singapore can find the answers — and, as 
you'll see, it's on its way — it won't just become a 
global hub for media, but an example that 
certain other islands would do well to observe. 2 
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or a city built on codes of professionalism 

and hard work, Singapore can make you feel 

embarrassingly lazy. Sat just off the coast of 
Malaysia, populated largely by Malaysians and 
Chinese, it's not exactly hard on visitors from the 
west. Yes, it's jokingly referred to as 'a fine city' — 
essentially, if you're caught doing it, you'll pay for it, 
littering costing anything up to $$1,000 – but in 
terms of language and culture, pretty much anyone 
feels at home here. And that's because, at one time 
or other, just about everyone has been at home here 

A strategic trading post during the 19th century 

and invaluable military base during the early 20th, 
Singapore is a product of international interests and 
cultures. Independent since August 9, 1965, it's used 
that longstanding status as a gateway to Asia to 
become the sixth wealthiest nation on Earth. What 
it lacks in manpower and natural resources — a lack 
of reservoirs means it imports all its water, knowing 
all too well the threat of Malaysia turning off its tap — 
it makes up for in national pride, social cohesion and 
government efficiency. Its visible expatriate workforce 


has, in turn, created a melting pot to rival nearby 
Hong Kong, if not London. 

Despite an early attempt to segregate 
communities into specific quarters, producing eye- 
popping districts like Chinatown and Indiatown, it's 
too small an island for such divides to take hold. Key 
to its social cohesion is its reputation as a land of 
opportunity, a belief that crosses the rich/poor divide 
to produce an unrelenting air of optimism. Blissfully 
free of celebrity culture, tabloid hysterics and 
hyperbole, its national press has different mainstays: 
upbeat tales of immigrant workers and their new 
lives, pragmatic current-affairs columns, and a healthy 
appreciation of the arts. And food, of course – 
Singaporeans love their food. None of this, we're told 
by one interviewee, is for show: life, for the vast 
majority, is good here. 

For a Briton, or indeed anyone, looking to put 
that to the test, relocating to Singapore is a cinch. 
An open immigration policy means that local 
employers can import staff within, it's promised, two 
weeks. Employment passes are issued promptly for 


both workers and entrepreneurs, shaming countries 
ike the US with their notorious visa lotteries and 
walls of red tape. As such, companies in Singapore 
offer reliable and consistent relocation packages, 
hough regrettably can't control the local landlords, 
who are believed by some to be artificially inflating 
house prices 

While Malay is the national language, English is 
he language of administration, business and 
echnology. Coupled with the fact that there are 
actually several ‘official’ tongues among 
Singaporeans, including Chinese and Tamil, this 
reduces the language barrier for western immigrants 
to near zero. Extending beyond its exquisite 
architecture, the legacy of Colonial rule has made 
day-to-day living in the region effortless, at least 
in terms of customs and routine. The efficient 
MRT rail network (watch out, there's a hefty fine 
for simply standing too close to the edge of the 
platform) combines the best of Tokyo's metro and 
the London tube, making travel throughout the 
island both cheap and convenient. 


Much has been made of the country's old- 
fashioned rules, especially those that threaten two 
years in jail for ‘grossly indecent’ acts like consensual 
gay sex, in public or in private. And if you're the type 
that likes to pass the kouchie during GTA/V missions, 
think again before bringing the habit here: importing 
drugs is tantamount to suicide, trafficking carrying 
the death penalty and mere use bringing with it a 


seen in older countries, government and private 
hospitals in Singapore are spacious and well 
equipped. Ubiquitous poly-clinics serve as one-stop 
medical centres, adult consultations carrying the not- 
dreadful price tag of S$8 (£3.50), while medication is, 
at worst, cheaper than in the UK. The lack of a 
welfare state is honoured by the tax office, with the 
highest earners paying just 20 per cent income tax. 


LOCAL EMPLOYERS CAN IMPORT STAFF WITHIN, IT'S 
PROMISED, TWO WEEKS. EMPLOYMENT PASSES ARE 
ISSUED PROMPTLY, SHAMING OTHER TERRITORIES 


lengthy jail sentence. The biggest vice you'll find here 
is shopping, a national obsession that's put a mall in 
any building with the required space. If Britain is, as 
this year's Rough Guide posits, a nation of 'obedient 
consumers', Singapore kicks its Asda-priced backside. 
The same might be said of its healthcare system 
which, while not state-funded like the NHS, attracts 
increasing numbers of ‘health tourists’ from Britain 
and the west. Suffering none of the overcrowding 


But with just 40 years of modern living and 
government under its belt, Singapore has had to act 
fast to capitalise on its strategic location. Only in the 
last eight or so years has gaming become a factor in 
its economy, the government pursuing a wider goal 
of creating a media hub for the whole of southeast 
Asia. The recent banning of Mass Effect, since 
overturned but prompted by its lesbian content, 
showed what can happen when old and new cultures 
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collide. And, until very recently, the communications 
infrastructure paled next to countries like Korea, 
China and Japan, which in a region known for its 
online gaming was far from ideal. 

Chris Thompson, an EA veteran and now 
general manager of its local operations, explains: 
"A classic discussion on this was a couple of years 
back. So the government's asking: do we need to 
improve our network infrastructure? Well, the issue 
there was that broadband costs for the consumer in 
Singapore were among the highest in the world. The 
network was good but not fantastic, and your 
international connection speeds were just abysmal. 
And when you had these discussions, the answer 
was: we'll get to it. There was an Intelligent Nation 
2015 plan developed that said that, in 2015, we'll be 
there. Vehemently, the feedback from the industry 
was that you don't get a little star if you have fast 
broadband in 2015 — you need it now." 

In what has become a pattern for Singapore's 
entertainment industry, the government listened, 
creating a vastly improved network of next- 


SINGAPORE FACT FILE 


Distance from equator: 137km (north) 
Climate: Tropical 

Temperature: 25-32 degrees C 

National language: Malay 

Religion: Buddhist (42.5%), Muslim (14.9%), 
Taoist (8.5%), Catholic (4.8%), Hindu (4%) 
Literacy rate (15 years and over): 93.2% 
Bilingual literacy rate: 56% 
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generation broadband and telephony. It is, recalls 
Allan Simonsen, co-founder of local developer 
Boomzap, a world apart from what it was before. 
"It's amazing how fast things have changed. When 

| first came down here, not only was there dial-up 
everywhere, there was this massive government 
firewall that slowed everything down to a crawl – 
the same thing they have in China now. Not only 
have they got rid of that — you can access Playboy 
now, | think — but you're seeing the change in terms 
of both technology and culture. Forty years ago, this 
place was literally all countryside; where we're sitting 
right now [the home of the Media Development 
Authority, formerly a downtown police headquarters] 
was beachfront." 

While it's true that most of the people interviewed 
for this Region Specific section enjoy direct ties with 
the Singapore government, their endorsement of its 
policies and outlook defies scepticism. Clearly, 
agencies like the MDA and EDB (Economic 
Development Board) take counsel not from quangos 


and internal strategists, but from the people they 
hope to attract: developers, publishers and skilled 
employees. Programmes such as Invigorate (a funding 
and mentorship programme for mobile developers) 
and the GAMBIT Game Lab (a collaboration with MIT 
to provide experience and research opportunities for 
Singapore's best students) have been spearheaded by 


creative subjects has long been seen as anathema 
to both parents and schoolmasters. To quote the 
Ministry of Education's (MOE) website: ‘Singapore 
students aim high and achieve very good results’. 
"Education here is the second-highest item on 
the budget after defence — there's a lot of western 
countries that'd do well to look at that," explains 


"CRYSIS AND BATTLEFIELD CHAMPIONS HAVE COME 
FROM SINGAPORE. IT'S A HARDCORE COMMUNITY, 
AND IT'S AS RICH AND VIBRANT AS ANYWHERE" 


studio heads to address the industry's specific needs. 
Likewise, an education system built to create, on 
the double, the workforce to build an entire country, 
is quickly coming round to new responsibilities. Of 
the 22 development studios operating here, none is 
likely to question the drive and quantitative success 
of the country's schools. But most will identify a 
fundamental problem with their syllabuses in that 
they're not gamer-friendly. In fact, education in 


Feargus Carroll, project lead at Lucasfilm Animation 
Singapore. "But we've got the doctors, the 
engineers, the accountants and the lawyers. This 
whole thing about profession is ingrained; everyone 
gets it. If they could now come up with a way of 
allowing space for kids who are not that way 
inclined, and who have creative interests and talent... 
One of the problems we're finding at the moment is 
that we're recruiting students from the artistic 


courses — game design, art and computer animation 
— and they're not necessarily the best artists in 
Singapore: they're accepted into those colleges 
through an academic points system. So kids who are 
really creative but aren't getting the best points aren't 
getting in. Maybe the government could look at 
having acceptance on to courses by portfolio rather 
than how well you did at maths or whatever." 

In a troubling parallel of the UK, the prospects 
of budding artists, designers and engineers in 
universities are, say the studios, being jeopardised by 
a lack of understanding. The truth that subjects like 
maths, art and physics are perfectly suited to a life in 
development has yet to be absorbed, the system 
instead offering ill-defined ‘specialist’ subjects in 
game design and theory. Ring any bells? 

Thankfully, with a government as communicative 
as this one, today's problem and tomorrow's remedy 
come in seemingly quick succession. To return to the 
MOE website, just down from the previous quote: 
‘We have been moving in recent years towards an 


education system that is more flexible and diverse. 
The aim is to provide students with greater choice to 
meet their different interests... Being able to choose 
what and how they learn will encourage them to 
take greater ownership of their learning. We are also 
giving our students a more broad-based education to 
ensure their all-round or holistic development, in and 
out of the classroom'. Talent, it's realising, comes 
from within, not from without. 

And while the teething troubles are resolved, 
the hobby of gaming in Singapore is exploding, 
producing a crop of talent outside of public 
education. Though LAN cafes have yet to descend 
from their shadowy apartments to the forefront of 
local shopping malls, PC and online gaming are 
thriving, fuelled by a vigorous technology market 
and booming economy. 

"We've had Pan-Pacific championships for 
Crysis and Battlefield over the last two years," says 
Thompson, "and the champions have come from 
Singapore. It's a hardcore community, and it's as rich 


and vibrant as anywhere you'll see, anywhere in the 
world." Alex Goatcher, founder of local studio 
Mikoishi, agrees: "One of the finalists in the PC 
category of this year's IGA was a young Singaporean 
guy who'd developed a hybrid RTS/shooter using 
Game Maker in his bedroom. And much of it was 
influenced, funnily enough, by his time doing 
National Service. An incredibly smart guy, and we 
decided straight away to hire him. So clearly there 
are people like that." 

As you'll observe throughout these pages, 
opinion differs as to the cultural significance of this 
gaming crowd. Some see Singapore as a mere 
conduit, a place to do business while enjoying the 
products of the world around it. Others, however, 
see the potential for something unique to arise from 
its east/west clash. Neither outcome will trouble its 
government officials, whose objective remains to 
build the industry, in one form or another, by 
attractive the biggest names from abroad 
while fostering grassroots development. 122 
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hanks to a rare dialogue between global giants 
E and broom-cupboard start-ups, development in 

Singapore is primed to explode. But in a city 
where gaming is seen as career suicide; what needs to be 
done to ensure its success? Deep within the former police 
headquarters, now Singapore's Media Development 
Authority, a roomful of developers offer their solutions. 

Present at the third of our regional roundtables were: 

Allan Simonsen (director of casual developer Boomzap), 
Gerald Tock (director of biz dev at Nabi Studios), Olivier 
Rotalier (MD of Ubisoft Singapore), Raymond Wong 
(general manager of Koei Singapore), Feargus Carroll 
(project lead at Lucasfilm Animation), Amy Chang and 
Alex Goatcher (directors of mobile and online developer 
Mikoishi), Leslie Wou (chairman of casual developer 
Activate Interactive), and Chris Thompson (VP and 
general manager of EA Southeast Asia). 


Do you think the phrase ‘made in Singapore’ is 
recognised among developers at large? 

Chris Thompson: The answer is no, not yet. l've been 
here for three years and we've been building our 
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development capacity here; we've grown from three 
people to close to 200 in three years — a lot of that's on 
the development side. And we run into the same 
challenge that most companies run into here: that there's 
a dearth of senior talent. But it's changed a lot in three 
years as well. It's definitely moving in the right direction, 
but | don't think it's an established brand as a country. 
Allan Simonsen: A lot of games developed in Singapore 
aren't branded as Singaporean. So there's a really cool 
game being done at Koei = it's a very interesting concept 
— but that's a Japanese game when it goes out, because 
Koei's a Japanese company. Same thing for Lucasfilm and 
EA. So before you see ‘made in Singapore’ as a brand, 
you have to see it as a company and a community. 

Chris Thompson: You also have to think what role 
Singapore will play. Singapore has 4.2m people, its friends 
to the north have 1.5m, and over to the west you have 
1.2m people. So, just by pure numbers, you're not going 
to have the volume of talent you see in other places. 


Can there be such a thing as a 'Singaporean' game? 
Feargus Carroll: If you're comparing Singapore to a 


country like India or China, that's probably not the right 
way to consider it. It's a city state, more like Vancouver or 
Montreal. And there's no such thing as a Montreal game; 
Montreal's a place where people go to do business. 

If you need a base of operations in Asia, what are your 
options? You've got Shanghai; you've got Australia, 
which is probably too far away; you've got India, probably 
too far the other way. Then there's Singapore. It's got 
strong IP protection, the government's on board, and 
they're trying to develop new talent. They've got a way 
to go but they're starting in the right way. So it's not 
necessarily: what's the Singapore game? It's: is Singapore 
the place to go for your next studio? 

Raymond Wong: This is a relatively new industry, so if 
you're looking purely in terms of statistics - number of 
titles shipped, people employed, etc – you're looking at 
the wrong thing. There needs to be time for titles to grow 
and come out, for people to appreciate them and where 
they were made. That's when the recognition will come 


Can Singapore studios aspire to recognition for their 
own games? Or is this more a place for outsourcing? 


Allan Simonsen (cofounder and director, Boomzap) 


Feargus Carroll (project lead, Lucasfilm Animation Singapore) 


Leslie Wou (chairman, Activate Interactive) 


Despite Singapore's rapid growth, time is running out for developers. 
We talk to the movers and shakers to discover what happens next 


Gerald Tock: We run an online fighting community and 
have about 50,000 members, split between 50 per cent 
US, 40 per cent Europe and 10 per cent rest of the 

world. We develop the game from Singapore, with the 
assistance of the MDA, and have been featured in Wired, 
Business Week, PC Format and PC Gamer. We've been 
recognised as a Singapore-created product. So, yeah, 
there is a chance for Singapore to be known for original 
IP development — but you have to reach that critical mass 
of developers. 

Chris Thompson: The question of whether Singapore 
can be a hub of creative IP — that is the hundred-billion 
dollar question. That's what the MDA asks itself every day, 
and the IDA [InfoComm Development Authority]. It’s what 
the EDB [Economic Development Board] is dragging the 
companies here to be doing. And part of the answer 
comes from whether we have the right school 
programmes, whether we have companies that do what 
Gerald's talking about. There's a broader topic to this, 
which is the socio-political environment of Singapore 
How receptive is it to new ideas, to new ways of 


engaging its people here? That simple issue alone will 


"Singapore is a bit of a 
melting pot - it has a foot 
in the east and the west. 
I believe we can produce 
a unique flavour" 


answer: does Singapore become a country that's 
developing world-ranking IP ten years from now? 
Alex Goatcher: You need titles to come out of 
Singapore that resonate on a global basis. And I 
think, for an independent studio, notwithstanding 
issues of financial infrastructure, there's opportunity 
to develop fairly unique IP. Singapore's geographic 
location and history mean it's been a bit of a melting 
pot, and it has a foot in the east and a foot in the 
west. We see this internally — the stuff we're doing 
has, on the one hand, the influence and best 
practices of western culture but, on the other hand, 
the influence of MMORPG game design and IP from 
Asia. You could argue it creates a dilution of both, 
but | believe we can produce a unique flavour. 


Is the government doing enough of the 

right things? 

Chris Thompson: Here's my position, so it doesn't 
crop up later. | sit on the MDA board so | do wear 
different hats. But the government is doing a lot 
here: it put a half-billion dollars aside for investments 
specifically into interactive and digital space. It's spent 
a lot of time attracting key companies. It's clearly 
trying to evolve against this socio-political hurdle that 
we're working through right now. It's just 
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implemented a games ratings system which, while 
not perfect, is still a step in the right direction: to 
allow different media to come into this country. It's 
always open-minded and has open ears to what it 
needs to be doing, developing places like 
Fusionopolis and different media centres, aggregating 
talent and providing opportunities. The issue that 
comes up — and this came up even in IDA discussions 
- is that they're probably not writing a big enough 
cheque compared to countries like China and India. 
Feargus Carroll: Again, to 'fess up to vested 
interests, the EBD does sit on the board of Lucasfilm 
Animation. | think there are two key differences 
between the UK government and Singapore's — and 
I'm English. First, they get that they do have a role to 
play in getting the industry going and keeping it 


going, whereas the UK government's very much: 

“lf there's an industry there, it can sort itself out". 
Secondly, rather unlike the UK government, the 
Singapore government listens. They know they don't 
have all the answers — they don't even know half the 
questions to ask — but they come, and they ask. What 
do we need to do? How do we do it? Without those 
key recognitions, they wouldn't be anywhere. 


The brief banning of Mass Effect highlighted the 
culture clash between Singapore and the west. 
How much can the new ratings remedy that? 
Chris Thompson: There's a bigger divide, | believe. 
The minister-mentor here, Lee Kuan Yew, always 
talks about the value of democracy - but it has to 
be a democracy that's appropriate for Asia and 
Singapore. | mean, US democracy basically doesn't 
work for anybody — and I’m a Yank, just so it's on 
record. There are established traditions and values 
here, and no one is denying that. No one's saying: 
" Just accept everything". 

But you have to ask whether certain norms and 
standards are limiting the creative community – апа 
| strongly believe that they are. So homosexuality is 
banned here. If Singapore wants to be a leader, it 
has to change its rules. It has to allow political 
blogging. It has to let in the Madonna videos. It 
can't be banning titles like Mass Effect. It can't be 
putting up these barriers. Maybe it doesn’t believe 
that is important for its economic development – and 
it may not be - but on this one topic, it's critical. You 
don't see success anywhere in the world where these 
barriers exist. 
Alex Goatcher: And you have to nurture creativity 
early. There's almost a resistance for young people to 


express themselves creatively within the education 
system here. 

Feargus Carroll: We've got a very multicultural 
team. We've a core of Singaporean staff as well. 
And | asked them: what's it like? And they universally 
said that society at large views games rather like 
crack cocaine. It's addictive, it's nasty, it takes you 
away from your studies, and is generally a bad 

thing. And their parents are devastated when they 
find that their kids are going away to make 
videogames for a living. 

One of the girls we have was told by her school to 
drop art so she could get her maths grades up. 
Another guy, an art director, was told by his dad that, 
if he went into games, he'd end up sweeping the 
streets. Now, it'd be very easy for me to point my 
western finger and say that's terrible. But you've got 
о also look at why things are like that. Singapore's 
only 40 years old. Singapore, 40 years ago, found 
itself on its own, disassociated from the Federation of 
alaya, surrounded by all these big countries. And it 
thought, 'Oh shit, what do we do now?' And if you 
ook at what they did over those 40 years, it's 
fantastic. They did what they needed to do. 

Allan Simonsen: They've gotten a lot better since | 
irst came down here eight years ago. My first hire 
was this really smart engineer from Malaysia — really 
clever, with this amazing portfolio. He comes in, we 
interview him, and everyone loves him. We make an 
offer, he signs on the spot, and then he comes back 
the next day: "Mom and pop won't allow me to join; 
they're putting me in a bank". That stuff doesn't 
happen any more, and a lot of it's thanks to this big 
push from the government, which is in all the 
newspapers and on all the TV channels. 

Chris Thompson: One of the smartest guys in he 
world, Einstein, got Cs, right? In Singapore, the guy'd 
have been thrown out on the streets — he would have 
been a street sweeper. But colleges and schools like 
NYP [Nanyang Poly] are looking at ways of removing 
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this filter of high grades. Is it happening fast enough, 
though, what with the internet and the way 
technology's evolving? You have India that's just 

on a vertical growth. You have China that's on an 
80-degree growth. You have established places like 
Korea and Japan. You can't be thinking, like a 
normal government does, of 'getting round to it'. 

It has to be happening now. And how quickly they 
can act will answer the question of how much great 
talent will come out of here. Time is not on people's 
side in this industry. 


In 2006, the GAMBIT Game Lab was set up to 
foster talent and technology in Singapore. 

Have you seen any benefits? 

Allan Simonsen: | suppose it's time for my 
confession: I’m on the steering committee for that. 
It's taken time to set up, so the first batch of students 
only went through last summer and the first batch of 


projects isn't completed. The great thing it did was 
pick up the top 30 students in games from Singapore 
and put them through this pressure cooker at MIT, 
matching them up with 30 MIT students. I’ve 
personally hired one student out of that course who 
was pretty amazing. 

Alex Goatcher: We've hired two. Superb. One's 

in an assistant production role, the other's an 
associate producer, doing a lot of game design. 
Allan Simonsen: They're already kickass students, 
but thanks to this they really get their eyes opened. 
A lot of it's just energy being infused rather than 
actual knowledge 


And how about the Invigorate programme, 
announced last year? 
Gerald Tock: ! actually run the Invigorate 
programme, and | was with the MDA before that, 
responsible for the growth of the games industry. 
The Invigorate programme was designed more as 
a seeding approach. At that time, we wanted to 
see more start-ups and thought that would fuel 
growth later on, in terms of talent and having 
people who were used to production timelines and 
launching a product. 

It worked because the guys involved were being 
mentored by the biggest publishers in the world. One 


of the founding guys from Nexon came down for the 
first session – that taught the industry a lot. 


So what's needed now? 

Feargus Carroll: Two things. I'd like to see a crash 

in the rental property market. [Laughter] That's a 
separate issue. And I'd genuinely like to see the 
makeup of our studio — and this isn't just some 
bullshit statement for the benefit of people in room — 
shift from 50 per cent local workers to around 90 per 
cent. And to do that, I'd like the government and 
various agencies to continue working to find ways 

to allow creative people in Singapore to find homes 
in all our studios. 

Allan Simonsen: I'd love to see more Singaporeans 
doing this work. But, at the same time, if we can 
have an industry of 5,000 people, where 2,500 are 
foreigners, I'd much rather have that than an industry 
of 2,000, where 1,800 are Singaporean. In terms of 
pure growth, we're not going to see 90 per cent at a 
senior level from Singapore any time soon. So if 
you're going to say you want the bulk of them to be 
Singaporean, you're going to reach a hard limit. 
Feargus Carroll: That's only a hard limit based on 
time, though. We've got entry-level and mid-level 
artists who are fantastic. And if you're looking for 
seniors or guys with ten years of experience, there 


haven't been ten years of industry so they're not 
here. In ten years' time, then they can fill those slots. 
Olivier Rotalier: We really believe that we can find 
the right people in Singapore. But, as has been said, 
we do need support from experienced people, 

which is why we'll have people from our other 
studios — France, Montreal, etc — to come here and 
train people. But we're confident that everything's 

in place to raise these people to a level where we can 
build the future of this industry. That's why we 
invested here. 

Allan Simonsen: One of the great things about 
Singapore is that it's such an open society – you can 
bring people in. Everyone loves living here, regardless 
of where they're from — apart from the fact that 
landlords are stuffing you for the rent. So, for me, 

it's not about artificially limiting it by saying: “Моге 
Singaporeans”. I'd like to see more foreigners from 
the whole world — and as many more Singaporeans 
as we can train. But just keep the growth going. It's 
really fun right now: we've gone from an industry of 
70 in 2004 to well over 700 now. And it shows no 
signs of stopping 

Amy Chang: Everything the government's done has 
been little steps towards making this a bigger 
industry. But there needs to be a lot more commercial 
effort, whether that's the publishers, the schools or 


the venture capitalists taking big risks. Singaporeans 
are not big risk-takers, and the games industry is 
risky. We don't have a natural route to market; we 
don't have a domestic base — people need to 
understand that you can only mitigate so much. 
Leslie Wou: l'd like to see more studios run by 
Singaporeans. It's very good to see people coming 
here to help grow the industry, but in the long term 
we need our own companies. 

Feargus Carroll: | do think that that's a natural 
stage of evolution for an industry. EA's here, we're 
here, Ubisoft's here, and maybe we'll get one other 
player. But in four or five years' time, people will 
leave and move on. If you look at Vancouver and 
Montreal, people leave en masse and form new 
studios — and maybe they cut deals with their former 
paymasters. Come that point in Singapore, 

that's something you might well see x 


ACTIVATE is an award-winning publisher and developer of PC and mobile online games. 
Headquartered in Singapore with offices in Malaysia and China, we have developed 
more than 30 successful titles since 1997. 


We are actively recruiting producers, artists and programmers for our studios. 
We are also looking to work together with publishers and developers interested 
to tap into the Asia market. Contact us at games@activate.sg to start 
a new relationship with us now. 


www.activateplay.com 
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ust like the phones used to access its games, 
Е Activate sees Singapore as a small doorway 

to a much wider universe. With studios in 
Shanghai, Beijing and Kuala Lumpur, it's able to 
capitalise on emerging markets by tailoring its games, 
among them online battler Stee/ Odyssey and cross- 
platform MMO HinterWars, to suit. Always innovative, 
Activate’s awards include a place among the top three 
finalists at the GSM Association Awards 2004, and a 
Most Innovative Product nod at Singapore's National 
Infocomm Awards 2006. 


How do you view Activate’s role within 
Singaporean game development? 

We started developing Flash-based and casual games, 
until we had the opportunity to develop mobile games 
about five years ago. Those were for Nokia, mainly, 
selling games around the region to about 20 different 
countries. Then came the chance to expand into PC 
games. And about three or four years ago we were 
doing mobile-to-TV games, where you control your 
character onscreen using GPRS or SMS. That was an 
invention we were quite proud of, as was a cross- 
platform game from PC to mobile. 


Has the PC market taken over in Singapore or 
are there still opportunities for console? 

Console is still quite popular, but we're a small studio 
and it's hard to find a publisher willing to invest. The 
costs aren't prohibitively high, but we'd have to find 
someone first before taking the risk. On mobile and 
PC, we can publish ourselves – just put it online. And 
we know all the telcos so, once we've developed our 
mobile game, getting it online is easy. 


ШИП 


A turn-based, multiple PvP adventure 
featuring a unique waypoint-driven 
combat system, Steel Odyssey is typically 
innovative, allowing PC and mobile 
players to compete in the same universe 


How much success have you found outside 

of Singapore? 

Our focus is on China right now. Our largest base is 

in China while Singapore is just our HQ. The market 
there is good for us while Singapore's is too small. 
While we were in China, we started experiencing the 
level of success you can have over there; where we 
have a few thousand downloads per month here, in 
China we have a few thousand per day. Once we post 
our games, people just rush in. There's piracy, of 
course, but we try to combat that through our servers. 


How big a factor is flexibility for a small studio 
in Singapore? 

We've enjoyed more flexibility than the big studios, 
certainly. Our titles aren't two-year projects – the 
longest we've taken, | think, was a year and a half. 
The rest are between six months and a year, so it's 
pretty easy for us to jump between niche markets. 
We try to build on economies of scale. The downside, 
of course, is that we can't produce a big title easily. 
The government's very helpful, always asking us if 
we want funding, but it's still hard. 


Say you wanted to make a game using Unreal 
Engine 3, would the government support that? 
| think so, yes. There are some other studios that, 

| think, are using that, experimenting on consoles. 


What's your long-term plan? 

We hope to have one long-lasting game we can build 
our IP on, focusing on that rather than lots of different 
games. We still like casual – PopCap are our t2 
role models — so we won't be going hardcore. 
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Welcome to the 
city of opportunity 


Singapore: cosmopolitan, 
multicultural and multilingual. 
It's the world's most vibrant city. 
It’s a place where East and West 
meet, attracting the biggest and 
best international developers 
while nurturing a lively games 
industry of its own. 
And it needs you. 


Singapore 
Media Fusion 


www.smf.sg 
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orking for the studio without а studio sounds 
Ш like the easiest job in the world — which is 

precisely why it's not. Setting up shop in 
casual gaming is hard enough, without the added 
burden of waking people up and leaving answering 
machine messages. Luckily for Boomzap, casual 
developer and operator of one of Asia's leading 
game portals, discipline is not a problem. 


What is Boomzap's background? 
Boomzap was set up by two old friends and longtime 
developers who wanted to experiment with the virtual 
studio model, and push the envelope for casual 
games. We've since learned that casual games aren't 
all that casual, and have found a lot of things in terms 
of useability and user-centric design that are actually 
pretty useful even in less casual projects. 


While developing casual hits like 
Jewels Of Cleopatra (left) and Hoyle 
Enchanted Puzzles (above), Boomzap 
provides financial and administrative 
support to other established outfits 


What does the virtual studio model entail? 

At its most extreme, it means everyone works from 
wherever they want; so no more commute, and no 
more hanging around the water cooler. All we ask is 
for 40 hours of hard work each week. In practise, we 
try to encourage people to be online — via MSN, email 
and Skype - during certain core hours for the bulk of 
the team, and since our company's heartbeat is the 
daily build for each project, we also want everyone to 
contribute assets and code each day. 

It is liberating to be in control of your own day, 
though, and that's one of the reasons Boomzap 
skews much older than average in game companies. 
Most of our staff have eight or more years of 
experience, usually lead experience. We've also got 
a lot of married developers with kids who're enjoying 
the opportunity to mix game development with being 
a good parent or spouse. 

And it really broadens our possible labour pool. 
While we do have some great talent in Singapore, 
we're able to get team members from places as far 
away as Japan, Russia and Malaysia. This really opens 
the door for us 


What's Boomzap's long-term plan? 

Apart from getting rich and retiring to a tropical 
island? Hopefully, to take some of the great things 
we've learnt from casual games and apply them to 
other genres. There are aspects of casual design in 
useability, scaled feature unlocking and rewards that 
would be great to use in more hardcore genres. 
Casual games and Asian MMOs are also doing a lot 
of very innovative things in terms of sales and 
marketing, which could help resurrect some 

of the dying PC genres x 
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Singapore is EA's regional hub for Asia Pacific and home to a growing and vibrant EA 
Development Studio. With two studio locations around the island, the Singapore studio 
operation is growing rapidly in the development of online games for the region. 


We are looking for creative individual to join our growing team as : 


* Game Designers * Producers 

* Project Managers * Software Engineers (C+ +, Java) 
* Web Developers/Designers * QA Engineers 

* 2D/3D Artists * QA Manager 

* Marketing Manager * E-commerce Manager 


We regret that only short listed candidates will be notified. 


How to Apply : 


or email your resume to singaporejobs@ea.com © 2008 Electronic Arts Inc. 
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Both NBA Street Online (above) and FIFA Online 
present simplified versions of the games you're 
used to, playable via keyboard, friendly to low-spec 
machines, and full of micropayment opportunities 


njoying a deluxe view from high within its 
[E central business district, EA has landed in 

Singapore with customary aplomb. One of 
the first western publishers to grasp the explosive 
potential of free-to-play gaming, it faces tougher 
competition here than it's ever known. Its solution: 
to bring heavyweight licences like FIFA and NBA into 
the equation, adjusted to a world of mid-spec PCs 
and microtransactions. 


What brought EA to Singapore? 

A lot of people at EA are very, very excited about Asia 
– they know that markets like Korea are leading the 
charge and are a step further on than everybody else. 
And we see some companies going to North America 
with these free-to-play models, and it triggers a lot of 
interest from EA worldwide. We really want to nail 
what online gaming is. 

A couple of project managers started the studio 
here, opening us to local expertise and culture. So a 
lot of people from Singapore, China, India, Malaysia 
and the Philippines are joining our group, adding huge 
value to the proposition; they come with a vision of 
what a game for Asia should be. The challenge for a 
production group here is how to make an experience 
that sticks. There are 200 free games on the market — 
why would people want to play ours? Or, more 
importantly, why would they come back? 


Are you exploiting Singapore's cultural diversity? 
Having multiple cultures helps us drive our designs. 
But it's a double-edged sword because, when you 
design and make a game, you need conviction — а 
vision. And by taking into account too much input, 
you could derail that vision. If Nintendo listened to all 


the focus testing they received on Mario, they 
wouldn't have designed a plumber with a moustache. 
It's good to get multicultural input if you know how 

to manage it. And we do have different strengths 

here – the couple of programmers we have from India 
are really hardcore in graphics and rendering; we 

have Chinese developers who are experts in online – 
hacking and anti-hacking. We don't want to know 
why they're experts in hacking [laughs] but it definitely 
benefits the team. 


How does development here differ from, say, 
EA Guildford? 

In terms of development, we try to apply some senior 
processes, even though ours are very online-focused. 
What you'd find in a studio like Guildford is very 
packaged for console, with an end rather than an 
ongoing development cycle. So that would be the 
main difference. In terms of how we structure the 
team and day-to-day activities, it's fairly similar. 


What advice or financial assistance would you 
offer an applicant from aboard? 

Most of the companies here, when we hire someone 
from overseas, we try to generate a package for the 
move, etc. The challenge is more to be selected; once 
you are, we'll help you. My advice to people is: don't 
be afraid to travel and understand cultures, play new 
breeds of games and be part of it. My experience of 
western candidates is that they cannot rely on their 
school programmes and university degrees. In fact, the 
first two or three years of work experience - anything 
you do in this world of Web 3.0, or whatever they're 
calling it — will help. Those are the kinds of 
entrepreneurs who are needed here. x 
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DOKING FOR WARRIORS 


KOEI is one of the world’ s leading publishers and developers. 
It leads the way in historical action games with a penchant for spectacular battles, 
legendary characters and dramatic storylines. 
New avenues are being explored with each new day, into areas where the brightest talent and imagination can flourish and make its own mark on history. 
Our newest development studios in Singapore and Canada are looking for talented people to re-write history and shape the future. 


Come join us in these exciting times. 


Send your resume to hr@koei.com.sg (Singapore office) or jobS@koeicanada.ca (Canada office). 


® 
www.koei.co.uk 
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Romance Of The Three 
Kingdoms Online (far 
right) isn't a world away 
from Koei's usual output, 
at least in its merger of 
old-world exploration 
with epic warfare. As 

a development model, 
however, it's a giant leap 
for a company yet to 
make its a online 


— 


oei may have scouted the world of online 
E gaming as early as 2000, with Nobunaga's 

Ambition Internet for PS2, but the invasion 
proper begins now. Part of a global expansion that's 
put offices in, among other places, Paris, Vilnius, 
London, Toronto and Taipei, Koei Singapore hopes 
to capture the properties of Singaporean culture. 
In February 2008, it released its first major MMO, 
Romance Of The Three Kingdoms Online, a game 
of life and conquest in ancient China. 


What is Koei's objective in Singapore? 

When we set up in late 2004, the industry didn't 
really exist. But our founders saw some potential in 
Singapore and the way it's very multicultural — it 
understands both western and eastern cultures. 

So we're here to capitalise on those cultural and 
linguistic capabilities. Franchise-wise, Koei Japan 
has traditionally been associated with Romance 

Of The Three Kingdoms, but this is very much a 
standalone sequel. 

Online was always going to be very different in 
terms of gameplay, and Koei had only done two or 
three online games. So we saw a fantastic opportunity 
to extend the Romance brand throughout Asia. 
Singapore's goal is to make the most of what we've 
built here. We released a title in February and are 
making deals with publishers in other parts of north 
Asia, like Taiwan, Korea and China. 


Will the studio be allowed to establish its 

own identity? 

At the moment, Koei Singapore is always mentioned 
alongside Romance Of The Three Kingdoms, whether 


Ré 


in press releases, end credits, the copyright notice — 
wherever. We don't get the impression that it's just 
an in-house developer. 

The last few years at Koei have been very much 
focused on the Japanese market, but the global 
market is moving so fast that you have to look at it. 
The mindset at Koei is still very Japanese, though, 
which is part of the reason why these subsidiaries 
exist: to better understand worldwide gaming. 
Regrettably, not many people who are bilingual in 
Japan can speak English well, or Mandarin well. This 
studio has a very unique proposition — it can switch 
effortlessly between languages, easily making games 
targeted at those markets. In that sense, those games 
are specifically of Koei Singapore. 


Is the talent pool that exists in Singapore unique 
in other ways? 

At the moment there are two very different breeds of 
people. On the one hand, you have people brought up 
in Japan with a culture that's unique to them. Then 
you have people brought up on Singaporean culture: 
they watch American Hollywood movies, read western 
literature. And there are lot of people interested in 
Chinese culture, and the history of Asia. So the 
fundamental thinking is different. 


Do you worry about a lack of console expertise 

in Singapore? 

It's more important, | think, to target the right areas 
for development. We try to bring in people with a 
good set of skills in the basics of programming, etc. 

If console knowledge becomes necessary, we 

can bring in people from the main Koei group. r 
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THE EMPIRE NEEDS YOU 


LUCASARTS & LUCASFILM ANEMATION SINGAPORE 


LucasArts, based in San Francisco and Lucasfilm Animation; based in Singapore, 
LUCASARTS are currently hiring for their gaming teams. ыан ILM 


n 


LUCASFILM rhe Empire expar 


ANIMATION 


LO 


wi 


t 


ot every job provides TV, animation and 
М videogame experience after just a few 

years work, potentially without you even 
moving desks. The first Lucasfilm studio to operate 
outside the US, Lucasfilm Animation Singapore is 
simultaneously building the Clone Wars TV show and 
a yet-unspecified Star Wars game, offering a rare 
glimpse of true cross-media convergence at work. 

With the help of the government, its Jedi Masters 

programme hopes to bridge the gap between 
Singapore's university syllabuses and the precise 
requirements of a modern studio, helping local 
artists, designers and engineers fulfil their potential 
on real projects. 


Is one of this studio's objectives to change 
Lucasfilm's reputation as a maker of purely 
western games? 
We don't have a mandate to go and make an 
eastern game – absolutely not. I'm not going to 
give anything away — you can make the leap yourself 
— but we're making a Star Wars game. And Star 
Wars is what it is, so they're not going to suddenly 
bring in samurai swords. That said, when we have 
design meetings, when you get those emails going 
round about someone playing this game or that, 
half the links now are for Japanese games I'd have 
never seen or heard of. And almost all our artists 
are Asian, and they definitely bring their own style 
to what they do. If you look at the concept art 
around the place, it's not quite what you see in 
western studios 


Is there a risk, with George Lucas' reputation 
for safeguarding his vision, that a lot of 
this flavour might be lost? 

Certainly not for us because LucasArts 


Lucasfilm's parallel development of TV 
and game properties is still an unusual 
approach, especially in South East Asia 


generally operates under its own terms. The Force 
Unleashed had to be greenlit by George Lucas, but 
then the team was allowed to get on with whatever 

it liked. We do have a licensing division that everything 
has to be approved by – they ensure continuity and 
that there's no conflict with the canon. So things like 

a new Force power or weapon have to be approved, 
as do stories, but that's not George Lucas looking 

at them. 


How is the Jedi Masters programme addressing 
Singapore's education issues? 

The great thing about Singapore is that the 
government pretty much tells the universities that 
there's this new industry, and that they have to set 
up courses to service it. 

One of the problems is that the number of 
graduates coming out far exceeds the number of 
vacancies, certainly right now. So, to try and give 
those graduates as wide a chance of a job as possible, 
they try to cover all the bases under 'digital media' 
So graduates get four weeks experience with 
everything and become fully competent at none of 
them. There's a gap between the skills they have 
when they graduate and the skills we need from 
anyone coming through the door. 

It was just going to take too long to close that 
gap, so with the assistance and approval of the 
Singapore government, Lucasfilm set up its own 
training school within the facility. We attract 
candidates, they come and pay their fees, and they're 
lectured by artists from Industrial Light & Magic, 
LucasArts and Lucasfilm Animation in advanced 
modelling, texturing, animation and lighting, 
depending on the course. They then do 12 weeks 
on the studio floor, doing real work alongside 
the real teams x 
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Mikoishi, the studio behind Blunt Force Trauma Online 
is seeking talent to join our team in Singapore for our 
exciting upcoming projects. Positions are currently 
available for: 


For more information, please visit our website at 
http://www.mikoishi.com/careers.htm 
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Singapore | Korea | Japan 


The prevailing art styles of Asian gaming 
are everywhere in Mikoishi's office, the 
games often occupying niche genres. 
Blunt Force Trauma (below) is an online 
take on Def Jam, DropCast a DS puzzler 


aving evolved from an engineering company 
Ш to a pure-play mobile developer and, now, 

PC online and DS specialist, Mikoishi owes 
its rapid growth to Singapore's fertile economy. 
Partnerships with Nexon Mobile and developer 
CryptoLogic (an US$8.5million investment) have 
secured a reputation as a gifted cross-platform 
developer, with regional offices in Korea and Japan. 


What's influenced Mikoishi’s evolution through 
such an eclectic range of markets? 

Moving beyond mobile to DS was an easy first step: 
as a platform it had strong connectivity, and people 
were looking towards innovation in gameplay rather 
than 3D graphics, etc. And, at the time, we didn't 
have the pipelines in place to support 3D 
development. About two years ago, there was a 
realisation that the only way we could grow in terms 
of revenue was to develop products that could yield 
more. In north Asia, we decided to focus in our back 
yard, where it's about PC online rather than console. 
We had the game design capabilities and felt we could 
find the people and capital, and could leverage the 
technology to do PC online. 

The next thing was to figure out where we could 
be competitive. We settled on mid-session gaming 
but in genres we felt hadn't been done already, like 
fighting and the FPS, with advances in PvP systems 
and the whole metagame concept. So | guess that's 
really who we are 


Why didn't you set up shop in one of the larger 
Asian territories? 

China was great, but it always felt too hard to do 
business there, to read people as a foreigner. And it's 
all about who you know. In no small part, the support 
of the Singapore government has been significant 


from the beginning. When I first came here, | came 
under a government scheme that gave me a yearlong 
social-visit pass; | didn't have visa problems or anything 
like that. They'd sponsor me to go to key events, pay 
for us to go to E3, GDC, etc. In China and Japan, 
there's very little recourse if things go wrong. | know 
western entrepreneurs who've set up successful 
companies there, but | didn't feel we could build up 
early momentum as easily as we could here. 


Does lack of awareness of online models make 
hiring western talent problematic? 

A big part of our online team is Korean, and clearly 
we have people on the ground in Korea who keep 
abreast of the billing models, payment systems, etc. 
And it's about how you creatively design your game 
around those new mechanisms: you have a situation 
where you have to give these games away, but need 
a very powerful incentive for people to start paying. 
So we'd always look for people who are closer to that 
stuff. But we're always looking for great artists and 
engineers. We still have to innovate in gameplay just 
like any studio in any other country. 


How would you cater to a western worker 
captivated by the Asian model, but worried 
about being left behind? 

| don't think there are any egos here; you do have a 
mix of very experienced engineers and fresh grads. 
That's how things are – there isn't an abundant supply 
of veteran talent — so people do support and help 
each other. But | don't think they'd necessarily feel 
hey were disadvantaged; we're all using the same 
echnology. And if you look at what Nexon are doing 
with Kart Rider in America, they're starting to get 
raction. But we do need more Europeans, just 

rom the cultural perspective 2 
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ommitted to making online games fuelled 
by user-generated content, Nabi Studios 

represents the most modern of small-scale 
developers. Run from the tiniest of offices but already 
serving a community of 50,000, it has reaped the 
benefits of tying a freeform game to a functioning 
virtual economy. Its first game, ToriBash, is a pointer- 
controlled, turn-based versus fighter, playable now 
on PC and soon to appear on WiiWare. Another, 
Glitchracer, is currently in development. 


What were the origins of Nabi? 

Hampus Soderstrom: | did IT consulting in Sweden 
and continued to do that for a year when | came here, 
then | started a game company. Initially, | recruited 
some people online, then through traditional methods 
— websites and forums. Gerald, of course, used to 
work at the Media Development Agency. We have one 
more guy working for us who isn't here, and two 
people doing contract work abroad. 


What have been the challenges of starting up 
in Singapore? 

HS: The prices for rent have been going up since 
we came here, but it's quite easy for a foreigner 
to come here and set up a company. It took two 
hours, | think, to set up this one – you just go 
online. And we've noticed no problems with 
connectivity or infrastructure. 


Do you enjoy more freedoms as a start-up? 

HS: Compared to some of the other studios we've 
talked to, we have more freedom. We have direct 
contact with our consumers; we run our own IRC 
server where the users hang out. They suggest things 


Left: Nabi's founders, working in what 
can only be described as an intimate 
environment - this is small-scale 
development in its truest sense. 
Above: the warmly received PC/Mac 
online fighting game, ToriBash 


and make their own changes. There's one user who's 
so far made 300 mods for the game – environments 
and game modes — so our next release is going to 
incorporate some of those. And we do hire from the 
community, sometimes. At the moment, we have one 
guy who works at another game company but is also 
doing our website. 


Have you found Nintendo to be receptive to the 
whole micropayments model? 

HS: | don't think they've really decided what they're 
going to do about that. We spoke to Microsoft about 
putting it on Xbox Live Arcade and they weren't happy 
with the free-to-play idea. They said to put a game out 
for free would be an ‘unfair competitive advantage’. 


Is free-to-play gaming generally reaching 
saturation point, or does it come down to styles? 
Gerald Tock: | think it's the style. The fantasy MMO 
has been done to death, right? And the involvement 
in World Of WarCraft and Eve Online involves a 
completely different set of commitments to, say, 
something like Runescape which is slightly more 
casual. Then you have ToriBash. If | want to get into 
that then | can play 500 games a day. If | don’t, | 

can just play five games a day, or | can log in to the 
forums and chat without even running the client. 


What's your long-term plan? 

HS: We want to make five games using the same 

type of gameplay, the same virtual economy and the 

same community. And we want to expand to new 

platforms, Nintendo Wii being the first. We're looking 

to hire one guy now and, as we do more 

games, we'll be hiring more people x 
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Want to shape Southeast Asia’s future world-class studio? 


4 


-UBISOFT SINGAPORE IS LOOKING FOR 


EXPERIENCED TALENTS о 
Ë “^^ / s / 
é Yo m o 


у GAME DESIGNERS 
- LEVEL DESIGNERS 
- ENGINEERS 


* ARTISTS 


For details on job opportunities: WNW.JOBS.UBISOFT.COM 
Please send your resume to singapore@ubisoft.com 


Don't expect a raft of new 
titles from the Singapore 
studio, the initial plan 
being to work closely with 
Ubisoft Paris on existing 
projects like Ghost Recon 
Advanced Warfighter 2 
(above and far right). 

Si Fusionopolis (right) will 
soon house the bulk of the 
country's media agencies 


hen Ubisoft decided to add an 18th studio to 
Ш its portfolio, а base of operations for South 

East Asia, it couldn't have picked a more 
audacious venue. Built to serve as the hub of 
Singaporean media, the dominating Fusionopolis 
building will soon double as the publisher's regional 
HQ. Ask general manager Olivier Rotalier, however, 
and there's more to this than bricks and mortar. 


What's Ubisoft's objective in Singapore? 

We decided to open the studio in Singapore with the 
objective of reaching 300 people within the next five 
years. We want to build a local studio with local 
people. Of course, we'll bring some experience from 
the group — but the objective is really to discover the 
culture. We had no studios in South East Asia and 
Singapore quickly became the first choice. 


What culture are you referring to, specifically? 

Of course, it's a melting pot. Probably, the mix of these 
different Singaporean cultures will lead to new and 
unique ideas. And anyway, the objective is not to 
target the Singaporean culture specifically — it's the 
south-east-Asian market, and Singapore is the hub. 


How did the company come to occupy the 


Fusionopolis building? 
We visited many different places, and the government 


$ 
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asked us to see Fusionopolis. We weren't forced into 
it or anything, but it's an ambitious and attractive 
project. It's innovative and modern, and they want to 
gather a lot of the industry together in that one place. 
So it was a logical choice. 


What are the long-term ambitions for the studio? 
To develop end products, certainly. But we won't start 
developing our own IP straight away; we want to train 
our people first and bring them up to the level of 
tackling ambitious projects. For me, the first step is to 
train people to build the team, and that means 
working on parts of existing projects within the group 


Where will those people come from? 

For experienced people, we'll just want people with a 
good track record on exciting projects, whether they 
come from the Singapore universities or another 
system. For the younger graduates, the priority is to 
take them from the education system here. They're 
developing a very good curriculum in the universities 
and we're confident we can find good people. And 
it's easier for them to start working when they're 
already at home here. 


Singapore's a small country, a tiny proportion of 
which is interested in game development. Isn't 
there the spectre of a head-hunting war between 
the big studios if the talent runs out? 
There'll always be competition and we'll probably 
compete for those coming out of university, because 
we all want the best. But we have our own company 
cultures and can offer different opportunities, and 
people are free to choose whoever they want to work 
for. Of course, if we want to build this industry, we 
have to be careful about poaching — we don't want 
a war. We have to develop both ourselves and 
the community here at the same time. x 
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ACTIVATE 
wrRACIVE 4M 
Cross-platform mobile-to-PC 
multiplayer games 
W 100 Beach Road 

Shaw Tower #15-07/08 

Singapore 189702 
Ш leslie@activateinteractive.com 


BOOMZAP 
Casual game developer for PC 
И support@brownb.com 


CABAL 
ENTERTAINMENT 
SOFTWARE. . .H 
PC and console developer 
W 15 Ghim Moh Road 

#11-23 

Singapore 270015 
И general.infoGcabalsoft.com 


ЕА SINGAPORE Е 


PC online developer for ЕА Games 
E 3 Temasek Avenue 
#20-01 Centennial Tower 
Singapore 039190 
E www.ea.com.sg 


EMERGING 

ENTERTAINMENT — EJ 

PC and console developer 

W 43-B Tanjong Pagar Road 
Singapore 088464 

E info@emerging-entertainment.com 


ENVISAGE 
REALITY 
PC and console developer 
W Rochor Post Office 

PO Box 946 

Singapore 911837 
E info@envisagereality.com 
W jobsGenvisagereality.com 


KSATRIA 
САМЕМОККЅ__ В 
PC RPG developer 
B ODC Distrcentre 

30 Toh Guan Road 

#07-02 

Singapore 608840 
W info@ksatria.com 


KOEI SINGAPORE EJ 


MMORPG developer 

W 18 Cross Street 
#10-01/2 China Square 
Singapore 048423 

Bl www.koei.com 


LUCASFILM ANIMATION 
SINGAPORE 

TV animation and cross-platform 
game developer 

E Changi Business District 

E www.lucasfilm.com 


MIKOISHI ا‎ КАА 


Midsession multiplayer games 
for handheld and PC 
Ш 11E Mount Sophia 
#01-28 
Singapore 228469 
Ш info@mikoishi.com 
W hr@mikoishi.com 


MISCHIEF STUDIOS 
Budget MMO developer 
Ш jobs@mischief.com.sg 


NABI STUDIOS O 


Cross-platform online developer 
W 87 Killiney Road 

Level 2 

Singapore 239533 
E hampus@nabistudios.com 


NEXGEN 5700105 EJ 


Mobile and PC developer 
W 179 River Valley Road 
#04-03 
Singapore 179033 
W alvinyapGpacific.net.sg 


PLAYWARESTUDIOS. . EA 


Mobile and PC developer 
W 141 Market Street 
#11-08 
АЕС Center 
Ѕіпдароге 048944 
Ш co@playwarestudios.com 


REDEYE STUDIO SINGAPORE LL) 
Outsourcing service provider 
W 87 Beach Road 
#04-02 
Сһуе Sing Building 
Singapore 189695 
Ш info@redeye-s.com 


SL INTERACTIVE 
J2ME mobile developer 
E enquiries@slinteractive.com 


SNAZZA Е ЗЕ 11 


Ј2 МЕ mobile developer 

W 31 Science Park Road 
The Crimson #01-08 
Singapore 117611 

W www.snazza.com 


Some Singapore-based developers occupy the towers of the Central Business District, but 
many prefer the more spacious surrounds of its airport district and eastern science parks 
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Your guide to Singapore's 
close-knit dev community 
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Star Fox had laid the foundations of another 
successful Nintendo series - but four years on, 
could Fox McCloud save the Lylat System again? 


Я he original Star Fox was 
| created as an exercise in 
mE showing off the abilities of 


the SNES Super FX chip. Taking its cue 
from arcade titles like Star Blade, it 
introduced polygon-based 3D flight to 
consoles, a marriage of convenience 
between cutting-edge technology 
and instant thrills. Star Fox 64 (a game 
known as Lylat Wars in Europe thanks 
to a copyright issue), released over 
four years later, entered a market 
saturated with 3D experiences, which 
meant it could no longer rely on the 
crutch of novelty. Though it may be, in 
many ways, a remake of the original, 
it took the important step of breaking 
free of the confines of the on-rails 
ofiginal, taking the core the concept 
and making it blossom far beyond 
shooting shapes in corridors. 

The carefully weighted controls, 
the tiered structure, the little 


\ 


innovations that take on a life of 
their own: Star Fox 64 may be the 
quintessential Nintendo game, 
because no other shows its magic 

at work so openly. The controls, of 
course, were perfectly realised: the 
vehicles were now controlled with 

a pad designed for 3D navigation, 
with a sensitive central analogue stick 
rather than a D-pad; Arwings were 
forward-facing corridor attack ships 
in the first game, but now sections 

of the game allowed full 3D flight 
and the dogfighting that comes 

with it. Loop-the-loops, U-turns, 
barrel rolls, plus enhanced boosts and 
air brakes, give a new level of mastery 
without detracting from the speed 
and grace that first defined Star Fox. 
Basic on-rails sections are layered with 
secrets and skill-based rewards, 
frequent pickups (with magnificent 
sound effects) and set-pieces. Each 
level ends with a satisfyingly large 
boss; some, in fact, have you chasing 
them for the duration. You might be 
forgiven for forgetting it was Star Fox 
64 that also happened to introduce 
rumble to console gaming (see 'Let's 
get ready to rumble’). 


It also wasn't just about flight. The 
game featured three vehicles: the 
Arwing, the Landmaster and the Blue 
Marine - a fighter, a tank and a 
submarine respectively. The Blue 
Marine was used only once, and was 
not a significantly different alternative 
to the Arwing, but that level was a 
mournfully evocative deep-sea trawl 
lit up by your torpedoes (or the huge 
and hungry angler fish) and 
something memorably different. 

The Landmaster, on the other 
hand, may have seemed standard, but 
its thrusters transformed a vehicle 
with turgid basics into a dynamic 
craft: moving on its tracks was slow 
and ponderous, but each side had a 
booster placed under it - an oblique 
link to Spacewar. These could simply 
speed up left or right movement, 
tipping the tank on its edge. They 
could be used to roll it over to 


either side, dodging enemy fire and 
rocking back upright like a Weeble. 
Best of all, the two triggers could be 
plunged together to boost the 
Landmaster a good few metres off 
the ground, lifting yourself over the 
enemies' blockades. 


Logically, the levels were 
designed around these abilities: 
enemies concentrated on creating 
ground obstacles and trying to trap 
the Landmaster; one section is built 
around chasing a fleeing train, and 
culminates with your rolling either 
side of it, shooting at signals to 
prevent it escaping. But if you failed 
to shoot all the signals, the game 
wouldn't end, and you wouldn't lose 
a life: the Star Fox team rethought 
their plan, the mission would 
culminate a different way, and your 
onward route would change. 

This was Star Fox 64's reworking of 
difficulty levels. Where the original 
simply offered a choice of three routes 
with degrees of difficulty, your 
journey through Star Fox 64 was 
dictated by your actions in-game: 
complete this bit of tricky flying, 


TIME EXTEND 


FORMAT: N64 
PUBLISHER: NINTENDO us 
DEVELOPER: IN-HOUSE Ў 


ORIGIN: JAPAN 
RELEASE: 1997 


The depth of control was such that 
you could still learn things after 
completing the game many times 


PLAY IT 
AGAIN, SAM 


destroy this proportion of the 
oncoming enemy fleet, save your 
wingman. That's beyond what is 
usual (or even unusual) in any other 
shooter: rather than a harder 
difficulty level meaning you face 
more ships with more firepower, the 
difficulty levels in Star Fox 64 are 
completely different levels with 
different enemies — your route 
dependent on attention to detail as 
well as fundamental blasting ability. 
In this age of adaptive difficulty, it's 
an object lesson in how to not only 
offer askill-based progression, but to 
make the basic experience of playing 
through again something that goes 
beyond target practice. 

The structure in general is not only 
a triumph of game design, but of 


Star Fox 64's ending is keen to 
remind you that the-team are, first 
and foremost, mercenaries. The 
final screen is their bill, sent to 
General Pepper: "Whaaaaaaaat?" 


world-building (another reason for 
the remake). The former is everything 
you might expect from Nintendo: here 
are straight-up corridors that test your 
aiming and barrel-rolling skills; 
circular arenas for dogfighting, full 

of small-fry enemy ships and low 
buildings; a flight over an industrial 
sea, black with oil and pockmarked 
with cranes and searchlights. 
Standards are made new: thé lava 
planet, for example, where the heat 
constantly damages your craft and 
molten waves sweep to the very top 
of the screen, leaving you scrambling 
away from volcanic rock and 
desperately topping up your health in 
a losing battle. There are completely 
new ideas like the Bolse Defense 
Outpost, an all-range battle atop a 


whirling satellite where your 
momentum is severely affected as you 
bat back and forth trying to get a 
bead on six small targets. 

They all have a sense for drama, 
always emphasising something unique 
about that particular challenge, and 
perhaps none better than the 
entrance to the final level, Venom. It 
begins with Fox's lone Arwing diving 
straight down before pulling up into a 
glide above the scorched surface, at 
which point the camera moves into its 
normal position to present a swarm of 
enemies, perhaps 40 of them, flying. 
directly for you. It's a spectacular 
sight, and achieves more in terms of 
scále on its limited hardware than 
most modern games manage running 
on so much more. 

A part of this scale lay in the 
fleshing out of the Lylat System. 
Although the basics of Star Fox came 
from the arcades, its wider world was 
lifted straight from the cinema screen. 
Star Wars is a constant touchstone, 


TIME EXTEND ÈZ 


Star Fox 64 also featured fourplayer deathmatch, though 
it bore the hallmarks of a late and rushed addition – there 
were only two backdrops and little variation in gametype. 
It could still be a diverting dogfight with a friend, though 


LET'S GET READY 
TO RUMBLE 


whether it's the X-Wing tribute in the 
design of the Great Fox or the closing 
ceremony that closely mirrors Return 
Of The Jedi's, and there's a battle 
unashamedly ripped out of 
Independence Day, complete with 
hulking alien mothership. Mobile Suit 
Gundam supplies the visual cues for a 
selection of bosses and, although it 
may be stretching the point, the 
design of Andross and his lieutenants 
seems straight out of Planet Of The 
Apes. Star Fox 64 is a magpie of a 
space shooter, grabbing shiny bits 
from anywhere to feather its nest 
and build its story. 


The dialogue and focus on 
teamwork is one of Star Fox 64's 
strangest and most enduring aspects, 
and at times it can be downright 
unsettling. There's a sense of 
connection reinforced in every level 
between Fox and his teammates — 
largely thanks to the regular chatter 
between themselves and their 
enemies, the times you see them 
sweep in front of you to destroy or 
chase something, or whenever they 
need some help. A flow of advice 
both teaches the player and roots 
them in Fox's role as leader of the 
team - having a character shout 


ere's a monkey pirate with a submarine, clams 
that conceal lasers, metal butterflies, giant 
sguid and robots that throw metal bars at you 


“Use the boost to chase!” is so 

much more effective than a line of 
tutorial text. But everything in the 
game reinforces the ‘team’ ethic, 

even little moments like each level 
beginning with a shot of the four 
ships entering and ending with them 
leaving; you can't help but feel a pang 
when only two or three of the group 
line up together. 

The tensions that exist between 
the anthropomorphised pilots go 
some way towards marking out the 
drama. When dogfighting Star Wolf, 
Pigma Dengar occasionally taunts you 
with: "Daddy screamed REAL good 
before һе died." Bosses call you 
"cocky little freaks", and, in defeat, 
say: “I can't believe | lost to this 
SCUM!!!” Even your own team сап be 
prone to sarcasm: after you've saved 
him from a pursuing craft, Falco pipes 
up with: "Gee, I’ve been saved by Fox. 
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Star Fox 64 is strangely pitched 
on other occasions, too. There's the 
boss who calmly admits defeat on 
the second level, before turning his 
back and unleashing a death-cannon 
in a desperate last hurrah. There's 
Leon, the upper-class English toad 
who flies with Star Wolf (“Annoying 
bird, | am the Great Leon!"). There's 
the Sector X combat zone, a curious 
melange of construction site and 
asteroid belt, where metal wasps 
shoot rainbow bullets before you 
destroy a reimagined R.O.B. There's 
a monkey pirate with a submarine, 
clams that conceal lasers, metal 
butterflies, giant squid, kamikaze 
rockets, and robots that wind up a 
pitch before throwing metal bars 
at you. There are wormholes that 
send you spinning into worlds of 
candystriped asteroids, psychedelic 
creations that could have come 
straight from Jeff Minter himself. If 
you complete the game taking the 
hardest route? Not only does your 
father come back from the dead, 
but you get to destroy your enemy's 
actual brain with hyper lasers. 

Perhaps the very strangest thing 
about Starfox 64 is that its blend of 
the natural and the technical holds 
together and works convincingly. 
Whether you're admiring the beauty 
of your wings creating little furrows 
in the water, or frantically trying to 
get a fix on a robot monkey, it's a 
game that never grows stale, and a 
triumph of imagination as much as 
simple principles and variation. Amid 
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How swell." There's as much bitterness the fleets of Defiants, Rapiers and 
as there is camaraderie, and none of X-Wings in galaxies far, far away, 
the easy world-saving the fluffy 
design might suggest. 


The N64 back catalogue doesn't hold up too well 
visually nowadays, but Star Fox 64's clean lines and 
zl long draw distances retain much of the thrill they had 
Star Fox 64 doesn't just stand LA the first time around. The ships’ manoeuvrability and 


out, it soars above them. speed, meanwhile, have rarely been matched since 
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Gaming's poster boy for knee-jerk bans and moral outrage needs 
no introduction – but is it remembered for all the wrong reasons? 


FORMAT: PC PUBLISHER: SCI DEVELOPER: STAINLESS GAMES ORIGIN 


f there's a single constant 
E. in the videogame industry, 

it's that one game gets 
mentioned during any argument 
about censorship. Or tastelessness. 
Or violence. Perhaps Britain's 
most notorious gaming son, 
Carmageddon is a game that – 11 
years since its launch — has gained 
quite the reputation. Everyone 
remembers the headlines. But 
Carmageddon warrants 
remembering for something more 
than just selling newspapers. 

" Carmageddon came from 
playing racing games for years 
and getting fed up with racing," 
begins Stainless Games co-founder 
and lead programmer Patrick 
Buckland. "And we always ended 
up just turning the car around 
and ramming the other cars out 
of the way. So why not make a 
game about that?" This became a 
rough banger-racing demo that 
Buckland and Neil Barnden 
(co-founder of Stainless and lead 
artist on Carmageddon) touted 
around various publishers — but in 
early 1994 there wasn't another 
racer where the idea was to hit 
other cars. The proposal found 
little support, with established 
companies proving unwilling 
to back the concept. It took SCi, 
then a recently founded company 
with few big titles, to see the 
potential. "They were quite 
forward-looking, and desperate," 
continues Buckland. "We were 
a great combination." 

Barnden and Buckland began 
hiring, eventually ending up with 
a team of eight. They wouldn't 


wanted a licence to guarantee 
some return on its investment. 
"That licence was originally Mad 
Max," says Buckland. "But they 
couldn't find who actually owned 
the rights to Mad Max. Then they 
found that Deathrace 2020 was 
going to come out, a sequel to the 
original that never happened – 
right up until Carmageddon 
shipped the actual .exe file was 
called Deathrace." The initial 

idea morphed into a game that 
was about both destruction and 
pedestrians. Buckland: "Originally 


"We didn't know the 
conventional way to make a game 
like this," recalls Terry Lane, an 
artist on Carmageddon, "so we 
made it up as we went along - or 
Patrick and Neil did mostly. We 
found novel solutions to problems 
that we came across and tried to 
do things that other games would 
not really repeat or enhance for 
five or ten years – the world 
physics, in-level action replay, the 
true dynamic mesh deformation." 
The common attitude among the 
team, whose experience levels and 


"We found novel solutions to problems 
that we came across and tried to do things 
that other games would not really repeat" 


the idea was that you would lose 
points for running people over, 
because we were worried about 
the controversy. Once the game 
was up and running, Rob 
Henderson from SCi made the 
decision: "Let's just go for it" – and 
so we gave you points for hitting 
people. Deathrace fell through 
and SCi could have canned the 
project, but they thought it 
looked good and we could try 

to create our own brand." 


be making Banger Car Game, 
though - SCi, understandably, 


All in a day's work at Stainless — this was 
'research' for Carma's explosion effects 
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THE CHEAT CODE 


Carmageddon had an interesting 
set of cheat codes, its main one 
proving especially... charismatic. 
“We didn't tell SCi until afterwards 
and their marketing manager went 
apeshit," says Buckland. 

"That was a gem," adds Hughes. 
"It was aimed at the magazines of 
the time, because Patrick didn't 
want the cheats in there." 

"It was nothing to do with 
magazines, really," insists Buckland. 
"But if you want something to 
epitomise the entire Carmageddon 
attitude, that's it." It seems a little 
like, on this occasion, Mr Buckland 
doth protest too much. The code? 
IBETYOUCANTPRINTCUNT. 


The hirsute Buckland, below, rigging an old 
banger with a microwave full of aerosols, then 
running away quickly. This, you see, is research 
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Terry Lane: "Good taste lost out to humour every time — except 
for the pregnant pedestrian. | put my prissy foot down there" 


abilities varied wildly — Buckland's 
background was in Apple Il and 
Mac, Barnden's in graphic design — 
seems to have been simply trying 
things to see if they worked. 
"Patrick had an amazing attitude 
of 'if it sounds like fun, let's try 
and do it’,” says Lane. 


Because of this, the game 
had physics based on first 
principles, introduced destructible 
elements into its environments 
and, above all else, it proved you 
could make a racing game that 
wasn't simply about driving fastest. 
“In terms of physics | think our 
guys did a lot of great work, so it 
would only start to process things 


when necessary," says Buckland. 
"So with lampposts, the game 
would only consider them when 
you got really close and just at 
the last millisecond it would turn 
into a physics object before 
collision. So you don't have an 
environment of physics objects 
just sitting there, because you 
couldn't process that." 


STIG O'SORE 


up in the name of research, and 
taking a practical approach to 
reference material. 

This is best seen in the story of 
Tony, the model for Max Damage 
and a willing victim of Stainless 
Games’ research. He's the subject 
of an anecdote that deserves 
reproduction in its entirety: "Tony 
was a kind of general handyman 


"Tony asked if he could hit him harder so he 
could clear the roof. Neil hit him at about 
35mph and he went through the windscreen" 


There is a quality about 
Carmageddon, however, which is 
nothing to do with technological 
accomplishments. You can see it in 
things like the Pratcam; or the 
40-odd powerups with increasingly 
bizarre effects; the constant 
swearwords, cringeworthy level 
names and profane cheat codes; 
creeping up behind pedestrians 
and honking to scare them; or 
simply ramming your car into a 
cow for the hell of it. 

Carmageddon's origins are in 
the development environment as 
much as the development concept. 
It was an impressionable young 
team being lead by people with a 
very particular outlook: "Patrick 
and Neil were in their early 30s, 
the older gentlemen," says Russell 
Hughes, another Carmageddon 
artist. “1 think | was the youngest 
at the time – | was 22 or 23. There 
were eight of us for a while and 
we ramped up to nine. It’s 
amazing, looking back, the teams 
we're on now compared to then." 
This led to a great deal of 
experimentation, specifically 
with regard to blowing things 


around, but also a nutter," begins 
Buckland, before Hughes helpfully 
adds: "Absolutely mental." 
Buckland continues: "We needed 
a reference for what someone 
getting run over looked like, so 
of course he was the volunteer 
nutcase and | was driving a half- 
tonne Chevy station wagon at the 
time. There was a car park outside 
the office, so we went out there 
and drove into him repeatedly: he 
had a piece of cardboard stuck up 
his shirt, as if that would help. At 
one stage, Neil was driving, and 
Tony asked if he could floor it and 
hit him harder so he could clear 
the roof. Neil hit him at about 
35mph and he went clear through 
the windscreen! The police turned 
up because they'd had reports that 
someone was being run over in a 
car park, but when they saw the 
camera and stuff they headed off." 
Lane was the man in the 
passenger seat that day, filming: 
“It was awesome, but the exposure 
was set wrong and it was unusable 
footage. We didn't ask him to do it 
again." Mr Tony was obviously a 
hardy type. "The Max Damage 
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Some of Carma's concept art is charmingly 
naive, not to mention outright bizarre. The 


ta im," levels themselves had their alternate routes 
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jumped forward - that's because 
we smashed him across the back of 
the head with a pool cue. He had a 
crash helmet on, and said, 'Hit me 
as hard as you can!” 
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think it got into trouble in 
Australia because of that - some 
blind pressure group got up in 
arms about it. It was just a joke — 
the people couldn't see you and 
you could honk the horn and scare 
them. Anything we thought was 
funny went in." 


Of course, the upshot of all 
these machinations was grimly 
serious. On release, Carmageddon 
was refused classification by the 
BBFC, and would not be rated 
unless all the gore was removed. 
The most surprising aspect of this 
is that the game had never needed 
to be rated by the BBFC in the first 
place - SCi had sought the 
publicity, and "it backfired 
terribly," admits Buckland. 


(actually MP Greg Pope and not 
the pontiff, but why let that get 
in the way of a headline?), 'Ban 
Killer Car Game’, etc. And lots of 
ridiculous bandwagon-jumping: 
"We got an official written 
complaint from Age Concern 
because we were running over 
little old ladies who'd say: ‘I was in 
the war!'" remembers Buckland. 
Barnden recalls going up against 
someone from Road Peace on the 
radio: “At the time, | didn't realise 
his daughter had been run over, 
so... | was a little bullish in my 
defence. | thought | came out 

of it pretty well, but had | had 
that information | may have 

been a little less enthusiastic." 
When Princess Diana died, The 
Daily Mail picked up on 


\ 
Road, (ears Car” 


“There are no black people in the first Carma,” says 


` Hughes. “Patrick thought that people might single 


the sprites out in the game, so it was a bit of self- 


1 censorship. In Carma 2 we redressed the balance” 


It wasn't just about blowing things up – the 
effects of collisions had to be rigorously tested, 
too. For once, we take pity on estate agents 
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For all that Max Damage is the 
iconic image, there's an unusual 
story behind the casting of Die 
Anna. "I had connections with local 
high schools," begins Barnden. 
"Well, you know... we needed a 
fresh young face as a female driver 
and so 1 was able to audition a few 
girls." Buckland interjects: "We 
thought she was a sixth-former! 
After spending the whole time 
leching after her we found out 

she was 14 and it was: 'Nooooo!'" 
"That was absolutely dodgy," agrees 
Hughes. "She had this makeup and 
I think it was the first time she'd 
worn makeup in her entire life. A 
lovely lass — she's married with 
children now. She was in the local 
paper quite a lot because she was so 
lovely, so we used to cut out a little 
clipping whenever we saw her." 


The admirable 'nutter' Tony 
demonstrates the results of a 
vehicle hitting a pedestrian, before 
throwing himself to the ground in 
the name of basic motion capture 
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Carmageddon's character Die 
Anna - despite the fact that the 
game had been released two 
months before her fatal crash. 
This actually saw a change to 
the startup screen which had 
flipped between Max Damage 
and Die Anna: "We were pissed 
off at having to do that because 
we were artists," laughs Buckland. 
"They wanted Mrs Damage or 
some shit instead." 

The strangest thing about the 
entire affair is Stainless's account 
of its meeting with the BBFC. "It 
was very surreal – they sat and 
played the game hooting with 
laughter and remonstrating with 
themselves for enjoying it," recalls 
Barnden. "They enjoyed the 
splatting too much," adds Matt 
Edmunds, а programmer on the 
game. "They said it made them 
enjoy the experience of running 
people over." Although sanity 
didn't win the day on that 
occasion, no less than George 
Carman QC was employed to fight 
the judgement and triumphed – 
although Stainless's personal 
opposition was somewhat more 
personal. "There's a picture of me 
sticking the finger up to their sign 
in Soho Square," admits Barnden, 
“and the only thing | remember 
about the meeting was that my 
flies were completely undone. 


‘Sick’ computer саг : 
gam 


MP brands 
horrific and appalling' 


his sick computer game' 


causes outrage г; 


nilar 
nes. 


Russell Hughes: "One day one of the SCi guys 
brought down a load of press clippings from 
around the country. Some of those were hilarious. 
One said 'Ban Death Game: Pope' and it was just 
an MP called Pope! They all just cracked us up" 


I spent the entire time trying to 
not look like | was deliberately 
flaunting my tackle at them. | 
imagine the BBFC's used to that 
sort of thing, though.” 

But SCi buffered Stainless from 
most of the onslaught, and the 
appeal was successful, with the 
game receiving a 15 rating. It’s an 
insight into how different the 
industry was a decade ago that 


known, the brand wasn’t known, 
SCi wasn't known. The game had 
to stand on its own two feet and 
it might not have done that 
without the violence – though it 
did get fantastic reviews," says 
Buckland. There are no hard 
figures for the total sales of 
Carmageddon forthcoming from 
its makers, although they do go 
on the record saying that the total 


"My flies were completely undone. | spent 
the entire time trying to not look like | was 
deliberately flaunting my tackle at them” 


sitting on the appeals panel were 
Biddy Baxter (the editor of Blue 
Peter for over two decades) and 
Fay Weldon. “However, by ‘passed’ 
we mean ‘reluctantly allowed it 
through with a gamut of 
associated horrified caveats 
because the high court held a gun 
to their heads’,” adds Buckland. 


There are two sides to the 
controversy. On the one hand, 
Stainless was undoubtedly aware 
that its game would court 
attention and benefited hugely 
from the exposure. "We weren't 
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Among the memorable powerups were ‘jelly 

suspension', which set you a-bouncing, 'electro 
bastard ray' and 'wall climber'. None compared, 
however, to the simple beauty of a ‘granite car’ 


series has sold around two million 
copies. As for any further probing, 
Buckland simply concludes with: 
"There are various issues we won't 
go into - let's say none of us are 
driving Ferraris." 

But the other side is that 
Carmageddon is remembered for 
the nonsense around its launch 
rather than its quality, and what it 
brought to the racing genre. "At 
the time it did frustrate us," says 
Buckland. "Much as we wanted 
the sick humour, some of the 
magazines concentrated just on 
the violence. But you're always 
going to get that, | think — people 
can't see beyond headline violence 
to the game and tech underneath. 
We did a lot of things games 
hadn't done before and it took a 
long time for other driving games 
to catch up, even in terms of stuff 
we did in Carma 2." 

Carmageddon will always be 
remembered, first and foremost, 
for the bans and the headlines. 
But it holds another place in 
gaming history, not only as a 
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forerunner to the Burnouts 

and Twisted Metals, but as a 
manifestation of a development 
philosophy that is rarer than ever. 
Do what you want. Muck around 
with your game. “Sounds fun.” 
"Let's try it." "You can't do that." 
"Why not?" Stainless Games began 
as two men and a banger racing 
demo, but it grew into a 
remarkably close-knit team that 
built something special, went 
through the tabloid wringer and 
lived to tell the tale. And Lane's 
experience almost certainly stands 
for them all: "The phrase emitted 
so often by that old lady as she 
bounces off the bonnet still makes 
me chuckle some 11 years on. 
Having run a gauntlet of projects 
and adventures, | feel nothing has 
ever lived up to that time, nor 
have the new friends and 
colleagues | have encountered 
since been able to truly grasp what 
it was to be there, at Stainless, to 
build that game. | repeat, 


in wavering high-pitched w 


cockney: ‘I was in the war!'" 


Hughes: "I assure you | put my ex-girlfriend іп the game. She 
got a nice death – | did a student project and had footage of 
her, so she's quite prevalent. | told her about it later, though, 
and she was quite complimented, so it backfired completely” 
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mS THE MAKING OF... iA 


ROCKET LAUNCHER 


“We always had a reputation 
for blowing things up,” recalls 
Buckland, “and not always in the 
name of research.” A favourite 
target was a chandelier that hung 
in the lobby: “It was just so poncy. 
It had to go - air rifles, rocket 
launchers, bats, a lot of spare 
hardware, anything really – it was 
rather unfortunate it was next to a 
balcony, because you could shot- 
putt computer gadgets into it." 
Hang on - rocket launchers? 
"Our business manager constructed 
a rocket launcher by drinking soup 
for about a month: it compressed 
the gas by having soup cans of 
various sizes along the barrel 
coming to a point where it fired out 
a coke can - he filled it with lighter 
fuel when he'd got all the cans." 
"It worked very well indeed,” 
says Barnden. "It made the biggest 


mess of it yet." Unsurprisingly, 
when Stainless moved out, the 
new occupants were faced with 
the task of finding a replacement. 


T 
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rano developments in development 
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Behind the cheesy grins, an array 
of cameras capture both the glow 
of the makeup, which is used to 
reconstruct a 3D surface (right), 
and the normally illuminated image 
(left) to create a realistic texture 

to map back on to the 3D surface 


Www.mova.com 
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The faceplanters 


Contour Reality Capture means more realistic 
animation - and not only for today's hardware 


ollywood has been quick to 
Н exploit facial motion-capture 
E technology, with the first films 
use of the technique due in 
cinemas this year, but it will be a little 
while longer before gamers see the fruits 
of these latest mo-cap specialists' labours 
in interactive form. 

"Our feature film clients have been 
using Contour to create CG faces that 
blend seamlessly into live action, and the 
next obvious step was to see if we could 

-make it work in a videogame," explains 
Mova's founder and president, Steve 
Perlman, who developed QuickTime 
technology and WebTV. 

Mova had a working demo of 
the new capture technology - a 
photorealistic talking head running 
on Epic Games' Unreal Engine 3 - at GDC 
in February. With Contour, Mova took 
an entirely different approach to facial 
motion capture. The traditional way 

to do that has been to glue maybe a 
hundred markers to the actor's face, 
paint dots on the face, or track gross 
motion of visible facial features. What 
you end up with is around 100 motion- 
tracking points on the face, rarely at 
ideal locations, to try to pick up all the 
subtleties of emotion on the human face. 


Critical motion that falls between these 
tracked points is lost, so it must be 
approximated and/or animated by hand, 
adding cost and limiting realism. 

"With Contour, we use a special 
phosphorescent makeup that covers the 
entire surface of the skin, which allows 
Contour to capture about a million 
points, and then after the capture, the 
production team can retrospectively 
direct Contour to track the critical 
motion points of each particular face, 
whether that motion is visible, such as 
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For the head of this frankly terrifying-looking wrestler, Contour was used to 
drive 700 3D data points to control the subtle skin motion of the face and neck 
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Steve Perlman (right) and friend beside his Contour Reality 


Capture System, which uses two arrays of synchronised digital 


cameras to record both 3D geometry and visual textures 


at the edge of the lips, or not," 
explains Perlman. "Then, the 
production team decides on what 
resolution is appropriate for the 
production medium, be it 2,500 points 
for a feature film close-up or 255 points 
for a game close-up (such as in Mova's 
GDC08 demo), or 20 points for a face far 
in the background. Also, eyes, teeth and 
tongue are captured photographically. 
So, regardless of the medium or the shot, 
every nuance and every wrinkle of the 
performance is available, and the face 
can be rendered optimally." 

There are several significant 
advantages to using Contour for 
facial mo-cap, according to Perlman. 
For actors, the makeup is comfortable, 
they are not tied down, and their 
performance is captured exactly. For 
the production team, Contour 
consistently delivers photoreal results 
with a minimum amount of manual 
labour, is fast and inexpensive, and 
a single capture session can be used 
for movies, games, close-ups, long 
shots, etc. Also, Contour captures can 
be easily retargeted so that an actor's 
performance can drive a different 3D 
face, be it a photoreal human face or 
a creature. And Contour captures 
more than faces: necks, shoulders, 
torsos, cloth, hands, etc, can all be 
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captured and tracked in 3D precisely as 
the surface moves. 

Anyone who's played recent games 
knows of the problems that the Uncanny 
Valley – something that still plagues 
ССІ features like Beowulf – can cause. 
Perlman explains that, within the game 
space, this problem occurs largely 
because developers start from very 
approximate motion capture and require 
hand animation to try to overcome the 
imperfections. Since Contour captures 
start out with photographic-resolution 


CG characters that people can finally 
empathise with. This will also push the 
convergence of film and games, allowing 
games to move toward a more narrative 
experience with more complex dialogues 
and character interactions. 

"While Contour-based games look 
really cool on current game hardware, 
they are running Contour at far below 
the resolution that is available from 
the capture. Also, once the facial shape 
and motion are perfect, other details of 
facial rendering, like skin surfaces or 


"Contour allows games to leap 
over the Uncanny Valley and 
bring CG characters to life" 


captures, at full resolution the faces 
are indistinguishable from live action, 
putting them beyond the Uncanny Valley, 
and then the production team selectively 
lowers the resolution as needed, given 
the limitations of the game platform. 
"So while current methods struggle to 
approach photorealism at all, Contour 
allows you to start at photoreal, and 
then decide how much to dial it down, 
and with full creative control," adds 
Perlman. "Contour allows games to leap 
over the Uncanny Valley and bring to life 


eye reflections, become far more 
noticeable if they are imperfect. We've 
been told that Contour capture data is 
really underscoring the limitations of 
current game hardware. Tests we've 
been doing with non-realtime renders 
simulating new systems really whet the 
appetite of developers." 

So look for a new wave of games and 
films to feature this cost-effective new 
technology, which motion-capture 
technicians and developers have 
already embraced with open arms. x 
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Wrestling 
with realism 


There are currently a half- 
dozen games in development 
that employ Contour 
technology, from publishers 
like THQ and EA. The first 
titles, including THQ's WWE 
game, will begin hitting retail 
shelves this autumn. 

"As part of THQ's 
ongoing efforts to enhance 
photorealistic characters in 
its WWE SmackDown Vs Raw 
series, the next release will 
add facial motion capture 
to cutscenes," says Jeff 
Smith, director of external 
production at THQ. "We 


selected Mova's Contour 


Reality Capture to do this, 
as it delivers the most 
accurate and advanced 
technology available. We 
are confident this inclusion 
will help bring added lifelike 
realism to the faces of the 
WWE personalities." 
Perlman also claims that 
game developers and game 
engine developers have told 
him the results from Contour 
technology far surpass 
anything they've seen to date, 
and that the teams are just 
getting started in terms of 
what his system can do. 
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E COMPANY NAME: Recoil Games, Ltd 
E DATE FOUNDED: November 6, 2006 
W NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 30 


W KEY STAFF: "All except for the annoying producer" 


W URL: www.recoilgames.com 


W ABOUT THE STUDIO 


"The people who form Recoil Games met while 
working at various game companies around the 
world, and their vision is to create a new kind of 
game set in a world where humanity is reduced 
to a few, scattered survivors of a global 
catastrophe. It wasn't always so epic. The initial 
idea started as small "what ifs’ but gradually 
evolved during many late-night discussions, 
eventually snowballing into the impetus to found 
a company based on it. What better way to 
ensure your ideas come to life as you envision 
than to do it yourself? 

“In most videogames only a slice of human 
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Like Top Trumps, but for game dev 


Helsinki, Finland 


Ш CURRENT PROJECTS: 
Earth No More 
(Xbox 360, PS3, PC) 


Recoil Games' current project Earth No More will 
be the first evidence of what it's calling a cinegame 


emotion is portrayed, with themes often 
revolving around aggression and revenge. Recoil 
aims to include a full range of human emotions 
in its games: love, hate, despair, happiness and 
loss. Recoil Games wants to pioneer a new 
category in the action-adventure genre called 
cinegames — a fusion of emotional human drama 
and epic, movie-like settings. Recoil focuses on 
creating realistic characters that react to the 
chaos unfolding around them in a convincing 
and gripping way. The concept of cinegames 
merges together the intensity of film with the 
interactivity of games." 


ё pr 3 


Recoil Games is based in Helsinki, the | cone and largest city 
in Finland as well as being the country's international hub — 
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GOT TALENT AND EXPERIENCE? 
ENJOY CREATIVE FREEDOM? 


This is your chance to join a fully funded world-class project in 


a company that puts extra effort into caring about its employees. 


Open positions: 
» SENIOR LEVEL DESIGNER 
> SENIOR DESIGNER 
* LEAD ANIMATOR 
» LEAD GRAPHICS PROGRAMMER 
» GRAPHICS PROGRAMMER 


PASSIONATE ABOUT: 
EATIVITY 8 
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INNOVATION? “- 


WE ARE! 


Join us and help create the future of entertainment. 


NK ACAIN. 
With a well-deserved reputation for bringing excellent and innovative games to all types 


of players from all over the world, and a massive investment into developing powerful 
new technology... there’s never been a better time to play at Codemasters! 


With over 60 no.1 titles in the trophy cabinet, and more to come... we’re a leading force in 
the games industry. Be it action, fantasy, driving or war-based gaming... there’s something 
for everyone. Combine all of this with Codemasters Studio’s powerful EGO™ Engine 
technology and we are making a whole new unstoppable generation of games. 


So, with our investment in people, technology and quality, it means that we are built 
to win! If you want to be part of the fastest growing studio in the UK, take a look at the 
many positions available. 


to find-out more go to: - 
www.codemasters.com 

or email: i 
TheEdge@codemasters.com 


» 
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codemeasters" . 


r 4 е ©2008 The Codemasters Software Company Limited ("Codemasters"). All rights reserved. "Codemasters"... 
? is a registered trademark owned by Codemasters and the Codemasters logo is a trademark of Codemasters. 
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NARHAMMER 


WE ARE HIRING! 


Starbreeze Studios, the team behind RIDDICK 
and THE DAKNESS, is looking for more talent! 


CURRENT POSITIONS INCLUDE: 


Creative Producer 

Senior Gameplay Programmer 
Senior Texture artist 
Senior Character Modeller 


Senior Animator 


Concept Artist, Environments 


For more information and how to 
apply, visit: www.starbreeze.com 


DATABASE ENGINEER 
В Al PROGRAMMER 


SENIOR AI PROGRAMMER 
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SENOR Cx LUNFORMS PROGRAMMER stainlessgames 


LEAD ARTIST 
® LEAD ANIMATOR 
CHARACTER CONCEPT ARTIST 


ОА TESTERS jobs@stainlessgames.com 


world-leading developer of console and PC download titles 
Xbox 360 | XBLA | Wii | PS3 | PSP | Vista 


www. stainiessgames.com 


For your total recruitment 
solution for both print and 
online advertising, speak 
to Julian House today. 


telephone: 01225 442244 
jhouse@futurenet.co.uk 


Hot Jobs 
Director of Development £HIGH UK Studio 
Senior Audio Programmer £High ++ England - Midlands 
Senior Graphics Programmer £High England - Midlands 
Network Programmers +NEW+ £Comp ++ UK Wide 
Lead Artist +FANTASTIC ROLE+ £Attractive England - Midlands 
Senior Tools Programmer £Competitive England - Midlands 
Handheld Programmer £HIGH England - London 
Senior Producers x3 £Competitive UK Wide 
Chief Level Designer £HIGH-4- England - Midlands 
Lead Programmer - Wii title £Competitive England - South 


Call +44 (0) 141 585 6491 or visit www.specialmove.com for more great jobs 
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Like Top Trumps, but for universities 


W INSTITUTION NAME: Goldsmiths College, University of London 


Goldsmiths 


UNIVERSITY OF LONDON 


il NUMBER OF STUDENTS: 8,000 
W URL: www.goldsmiths.ac.uk/computing/computer-games 


W CONTACT: +44 (0)20 7078 5052 email: ffl@gold.ac.uk 
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E LOCATION: 
London, England 
« » 
Ш COURSES OFFERED: 


MSc Computer Games & 
Entertainment: full time 

(one year) and part time 

(two years) 


Ш KEY STAFF 
William Latham, professor of computer games and media business; 
Frederic Fol Leymarie, professor of computer graphics, vision, geometry, 
maths for games; Gareth Lewis, professor of games development; 


The MSc is directed and taught by experts in R&D 
: in the gaming and entertainment industries, plus 
Marco Gillies, lecturer in 3D animation, А! and physics for games visiting tutors actively involved in these fields 


W INSIDE VIEW: WILLIAM LATHAM, PROFESSOR OF COMPUTER GAMES AND MEDIA BUSINESS 


“Goldsmiths college has created the MSc in way toward equipping post graduates with the key 
Computer Games and Entertainment to address skills for getting highly sought after programming jobs 
the industry issue of a lack of suitable entry-level within the industry, but also using this education to 
games programmers. propel their careers. 

"Both myself and my colleague Gareth Lewis have “Goldsmiths, with its wide range of other 
significant backgrounds in the games industry. | created departments on campus including drama, fine art 
and ran the successful games developer Computer and music, creates a stimulating student working 

- Artworks (makers of The Thing for Vivendi Universal) environment. Its location ten minutes by train from 
for ten years and Gareth was the engineering manager ^ central London also adds to its vibrant ambience. 
at Lionhead Studios. Notable former students of the college include 

"We are acutely aware of the recruitment crisis Malcolm McLaren, Damien Hirst and Alex James of 

— within the industry and expect this course to go some Blur, and many more." 


152 


um. чм SCHOOL OF ARTS 


MA Digital 
Games: 
Theory and 
Design 


An innovative 
Masters in game 
design 

taught by 

Tanya Krzywinska and 
Steve Jackson 


Contact 
tanya.krzywinska@brunel.ac.uk 


Brunel 


UNIVERSITY 
WEST LONDON | 
www.hrunel.ac.uk 


City University 


London 


Get ahead 
of the game 


To find out more, visit www.soi.city.ac.uk/edge 
or call us on 020 7040 0248. Alternatively, email 
pgenquireGsoi.city.ac.uk 


www.gamesgoldsmiths.com 


Location: Central London, 10 minutes from 
London Bridge 


Director: William Latham 


PLAYI NG IN THE DARK -..because people refuse to see 


BY N'GAI CROAL 


t the time of writing, I'm three days 

into a week-long series of 

presentations from game developers 
and publishers (there will be a second such week 
soon) in advance of the July Ез Media & 
Business Summit in Los Angeles, California. So 
far, I've been hosted by Electronic Arts, 
Microsoft, Sega, Ubisoft and PlatinumGames, 
and with a few exceptions I find myself 
generally underwhelmed. It was only last month 
that I wrote a column titled ^Write what you see' 
in which I explored the difficulty I face in 
properly calibrating my response to seeing 
games during the preview stage of development. 
But this seemed different, as if something else 
was at work. 

Finally, on day three of the week, it dawned 
on me that I was not only coming off of a couple 
of weeks of playing GTAIV on my Xbox 360 and 
Echochrome on my PlayStation 3 with weekly 


online innovations were masked by a sci-fi- 
tinged fantasy art direction and rendering 
techniques that look depressingly like any 
other western fantasy title I’ve seen 
(BattleForge). Mascot games whose novel 
features were either being placed alongside 
gameplay concepts that have yet to really 

work (the 3D camera and controls in Sonic 
Unleashed) or user customisation modes that 
are too difficult for even adults to easily make 
use of, let alone the young target audience 
(Banjo Kazooie: Nuts & Bolts). A hack-and-slash 
retread whose visuals and mechanics are located 
at the intersection of mediocre and barely 
inspired (Golden Axe). None of this made for 
an auspicious debut. And while I realise that 
the impact of 2007's hits won't truly manifest 
itself for another 12 to 18 months, when one 
previews editor told me that a tear was being 
shed for the industry's future based on the first 


The level of ambition, polish, innovation and/or immersion of 2007's 


best games raised the bar in a way that І didn’t quite expect 


post-DLC sessions of Rock Band to boot, my 
view of the games being showcased was also 
being jaundiced by last year's high standards 
of excellence: Desktop Tower Defense, Everyday 
Shooter, Portal, BioShock, Halo 3, God Of War 
II, Super Stardust HD, Geometry Wars Galaxies 
and Call Of Duty 4. I’m not going to get into 
whether or not 2007 was the best year for 
gaming, but it's certainly up there. Still, the 
level of ambition, polish, innovation and/or 
immersion has clearly raised the bar in a way 
that I didn't quite expect — and it was causing 
me to look at these works in progress and find 
them wanting. 

What did I witness that was so 


disappointing? A realtime strategy game whose 


72 hours of our week, that sense of despair 
was clearly mutual. 

There were some bright spots, however. I 
remain unmoved by the visual design of the 
enemies in EA's sci-fi survival horror title Dead 
Space, but the enemy behaviours are well 
thought out, while the integration of the 
interface into the world and the ambient 
sound design are thoroughly evocative and 
atmospheric. The ex-Capcom, ex-Clover 
Studio, ex-Seeds, now PlatinumGames team 
unveiled MadWorld [see ps8], the first playable 
title in a four-game deal with Sega. Imagine a 
cross between Manhunt (gory brutality) and 
God Hand (over-the-top action) as seen 
through the lens of Frank Miller's Sin City 


(stark black-and-white-and-bloody-as-all-hell- 
red art direction) and you've got a Wii game 
whose visuals alone redeemed Sega's pre-E3 
event. Left 4 Dead's asymmetric approach to 
multiplayer looked promising, if unforgiving. 
Meanwhile, the holiday king of 2006, Gears Of 
War, reeked of if-it-ain't-broke, just-crank-it- 
up-to-11 confidence for the sequel, marrying 
its justly praised cover mechanics to deftly 
scripted set pieces that finally give the action 
a scale that's, well, epic. 

The most gratifying product lineup so far, 
though, came from Ubisoft. Yes, it was a downer 
that the teaser trailer for the next Prince Of 
Persia demonstrates that the company is still 
struggling with the Prince's post-Sands Of Time 
character design (hint: adult-ifying the enemy 
designs is fine, but there's really no need to do 
the same to the Prince). But Tom Clancy's 
HAWX looked like it might be able to get 
beyond the Ace Combat ghetto with a colour- 
coded system for pursuing enemies and dodging 
enemy fire that turns targeting into a minigame 
(optionally so, of course). 

Far Cry 2 transforms healing your character 
into a visual flourish, as you pull shrapnel out of 
your hands, reset broken fingers and cauterise 
open wounds with white-hot flares. But most 
intriguing of all was my hands-on time with 
Tom Clancy's EndWar, whose voice-driven 
command-and-control system demonstrates 
that it might do for realtime strategy games 
what Halo did for shooters: create an experience 
that's so compelling that the genre itself tips 
irrevocably in the console's direction. I have 
no idea whether it will live up to this promise, 
but midway through my west-coast swing, 
EndWar — as well as the small handful of 
previously mentioned titles — restored my 
faith in AAA games. 


Many are called but few are chosen. It's a parable that applies to adverts for talented artists, managers, 
programmers, designers, producers and animators — people like you. And the better the job opportunity, 
the more competition you'll have. But the truth is that some of the industry's best positions are never 
even advertised. So we'd like to share a secret: you can become part of a select group of people who 
hear about opportunities no-one else will ever know about. 


And all you have to do is register at www.amiqusgamestalentnetwork.com 


amiq 


us? 


GAMES 


What happens in jail stays in jail 


very time my cousin and I hang out we 
E wind up in jail. Not on purpose, we just 

always get into a fistfight at a strip club, 
or ‘borrow’ a car at exactly the wrong moment, 
or take the short-cut through the park when 
old ladies are out in force perambulating, or 
whatever. Then I get the bright idea to show 
off and ditch the cops, but instead I choke, 
and within a few moments we're in a smoking 
SUV lodged eight feet above the ground 
between a church and an orphanage, or 
sprinting frantically for the river while squad 
cars effortlessly close in, or in some other 
embarrassing disaster. I used to worry that the 
string of jail dates would discourage my cousin, 
but he just keeps calling me with that same 
jovial enthusiasm. 

So I have to imagine that he's actually kind 

of stoked, that ever since I moved to town his 
life, which previously peaked only when glossy 


magazines under his mattress were involved, 
is finally exciting. 

Do you remember your favourite personal 
anecdote about playing GTAIIT? Mine was this: 

I was crawling out of a burning vehicle just as a 
cop car in the distance was bearing down on me 
at top speed, spelling certain death, only to have 
it deflected at the last instant by a toppling 
telegraph pole which caused it to sail harmlessly 
over my head. 

Harvey Smith's favourite story from playing 
Thief was that he was nearly caught by a 
patrolling guard while trying to hide the body of 
a servant he had knocked unconscious, and he 
watched from his hiding spot as the servant, 
who he had been forced to drop abruptly, slid 


slowly towards a pool of water. He had to make a 
quick decision: rescue her from drowning, or 
remain hidden? 

We carry these stories around like trophies 
because we know we made them. All seasoned 
gamers can instinctively differentiate between 
events that happen the same way every time 
for every player and events that came into 
existence only as a result of their particular 
choices and actions. The design term is 
“emergent narratives; and personally I only 
disrupt my life for games that make them 
possible. The feeling of creation is intoxicating 
in a way that's distinct from all other media, 
even if it's hard to explain exactly why. 

As a designer, you need three things to 
enable emergent narratives in your game. The 
first is to think of game design less as the 
experiences you want the player to have and 
more as the tools you want to give them and the 


Within a few moments we're in a smoking SUV lodged eight 
feet above the ground between a church and an orphanage 


situations in which you want to put them. This 
often involves letting go and not freaking out 
when players find valid alternatives to what you 
had in mind. As players, we know it's fun to 
defeat enemies the way the designer intended 
but even more gratifying to defeat the designer. 
The second thing is game systems that interact 
to produce emergent behaviours, although 
that's a big enough topic to save for a future 
column. The third is what I call ‘building up 
the scaffolding} meaning adding interactive 
depth in the directions you want to support. 

If I told my GTAIII story to Rockstar, they'd 
probably say, “Duh, that was the whole idea.” 
Maybe they didn't have my specific example 
in mind, but they built up the scaffolding of 


cop chases, car physics, and telegraph poles 
intending for things just like that to happen, 
and that's why we bless them with our gratitude 
and enormous piles of money. 

Interestingly, none of us on the Thief team 
would have predicted Harvey's experience. The 
scaffolding of stealth, patrolling guards and 
body carrying was there explicitly to support 
the types of emergent narratives we often 
heard about, but other scaffolding was built 
to make the world consistent and believable. 
Unconscious bodies can wind up underwater, 
and we decided it would be lame not to support 
some response. 

Thief's emergent narratives were about 
sneaking around castles and walking on moss, 
which was never going to change anyone's life. 
GTAIV extends its classic topics into something 
with more potential: making friends by boring 
down in minigames. However, I really do have to 
imagine how Roman feels about his frequent 
nights behind bars, because he never 
acknowledges it. If I told that story to Rockstar, 
perhaps they'd say, *Hmm... we never 
anticipated anyone would be lame enough to let 
that happen." But they didn't have to predict it; 
they just had to build even more depth in 
that direction. Why not support characters 
who respond well to dates that end in jail and 
others who are so unreasonably prudish they 
hesitate to put out if you get them locked up 
even once? My new friends could feel insecure 
if I always ditch them for someone else, or their 
fates could change if I introduce them to each 
other. If they aren't already, our emergent 
narratives from GTAIV could be about 
characters in a way that's never happened 
before. If only Rockstar had thought of that, 
maybe they would have scored that last 
Metacritic point. 


Randy Smith is a lead game designer at EA's LA studio. 
His current project is a collaboration with Steven Spielberg 


HEAD OF RUNESCAPE 


Would you like to be responsible for the game 
development strategy of one of the largest and 
most popular MMOs in the world? 


Do you have what it takes to lead a large, talented 
and hugely creative team in the production of 
continuous, enthralling game content? 


Jagex Ltd, the UK's largest independent online games development 
studio, is looking for an exceptional individual to oversee the 
development strategy for the hugely popular MMORPG, RuneScape. 


Reporting into the Head of Studio, you will provide inspirational 
leadership and strategic direction to the RuneScape project and its core 
development team. You will also be responsible for the commercial 
performance of the game. 


Essential requirements: 
ш Relevant experience in a similar position within the online 
games or wider entertainment industry. 


W Solid knowledge of game design, player behaviours and 
gameplay mechanics. 


ш Project management skills and a proven passion for computer 
games development. 


For more information about this role, check our website 


www.jagex.com/edge 
NB: When applying for any vacancies please ensure 
you quote 'EDGE-HEAD' in your application email. 
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Choice cuts from 
Edge Online's 


discussion forum 


Topic: I'll rearrange your face 
Where does this whole 
character customisation thing 
start being inappropriate? 
When a game's been made 
around a specific character, 
you can't necessarily replace 
them easily. 

(JB 


When I created my face in 
Mass Effect, the story became 
much more personal and I 

| completely believed the man 
who did all these things and 
said all those things was meant 
to look like how I created him. 
Seeing the cover with some 

| other guy's face on my body 
looks really weird. That's not 

| the hero. My guy is the hero. 


| Glitzerstrahl 


| Creating my own face only 

| distracts from the game 
experience and breaks from 
immersion, mainly because I 
know that I made it. I prefer 
to play with the characters 
created by the developer 
because I find they usually 

| Suit the narrative better, 

| noface 


After reading the Artificial Idiocy 
piece in E189, I was reminded of 
something I noticed when the Xbox 
360 launched. Upon returning home 
with my new toy, on a superficial level 
at least, Call Of Duty 2 certainly met 
my next-gen expectations as I partook 
in the eerily realistic re-enactment of 
WWII. Skip forward five or six hours 
and the picture had changed. As I 
became increasingly desensitised to 
the new level of visual fidelity and the 
design cracks started to appear, I 
noticed that whenever I could exploit 


the predictability of the AL I 
deliberately chose not to as it shattered 
the illusion. Instead I would take 
different routes whenever I died in 
order to avoid repeat enemy patterns 
and take an ascetic approach to ammo, 
even when surrounded by plentiful 
opportunities to replenish my supply. 

I had become complicit in the fantasy, 
an actor taking part in a grand 
performance where winning was a 
secondary goal to maintaining the 
scene. When playing Assassin's 

Creed, though the AI is often 
predictable, the quality of the other 
elements encourages me to play all 

the more carefully, lest I do something 
to disrupt the thin veneer of realism. 
It's not just me, either — I've watched 
friends play through Splinter Cell with 
excruciating care, sneaking like a 
camouflaged sloth through each and 
every inch of the game (whether 
dangerous or not) as conspicuously as a 
child avoiding make-believe foes while 
playing spies or cops and robbers. This 
all might sound like a rather joyless way 


to play games, but if I want to switch 
my brain off to the AI and wade in with 
all the subtlety of a Sherman tank, I'll 
load up some Gears Of War or Halo 3. 
After all, it's hard to scupper realism 
when you are waging intergalactic war 
on an army of seven-foot-tall chrome- 
plated gorillas. When it comes to more 
realistic games, however, my in-game 
actions are as much responsible for 
maintaining the illusion as the AI, 
especially in situations where the rules 
of behaviour become transparent. As 
tedious as it may seem, for me, playing 


| had become complicit in the fantasy, an actor 
taking part in a grand performance where winning 
was a secondary goal to maintaining the scene 


the role of protagonist where the 
environment and enemy AI are the 
supporting cast is much more of a game 
than removing myself from the scene 
and breaking character by using my 
cunning to cynically take advantage of 
the game's hard and fast rules. 

Fraser MacInnes 


Now we're going to feel guilty when 

exploiting games' failings. Thanks. (In 
terms of Halo 3, though, isn't it more 
the strength of its AI than its setting 
that makes it hold up more robustly?) 


I played Metal Gear Solid at the 

same time as I studied Ernest 
Hemingway's A Farewell To Arms at 
A-level. When I told my teacher about 
the similarities between Hemingway's 
existentialist, emotionally aloof 
protagonist and Kojima's existentialist, 
emotionally aloof protagonist, he was 
dismissive. And then in the game, 
when Otacon quoted Hemingway in 
one of the two endings, Kojima made 
a connection to me that the same 


Write to us and 
win a DS Lite 


English teacher had said only the very 
best of authors are able to do. For me, 
MGS wasn't just a ‘movie-like 
experience; it was treading on far more 
cliquey ground next to one of 
Hemingway’s books. 

Had I not been studying Hemingway 
while playing MGS, I’m pretty sure I 
wouldn’t have got as much out of the 
game’s plot as I did. I doubt that I’d 
have paid much attention to the fact 
that Kojima was contrasting Snake’s 
detached attitude to life with those of 
the other characters in the game had I 
not been making the same observations 
about the characters in Hemingway’s 
book. But I knew then that videogames 
did have the potential to be heavy- 
hitters in the art and literature field. 

In the end, despite the fact that 
Kojima didn’t understand the concept 
of ‘show, don’t tell; his game connected 
with me better than Hemingway's book, 
and that was because of all of the 
advantages the videogame medium 
has over prose. 

The one I want to point out is 
the use of multiple endings, though. 
Whether Meryl survived or not hinged 
on whether or not you withstood the 
torture, and that put a big red ring 
around the fact that Snake didn't 
want to get emotionally involved with 
people because he couldn't protect 


them. In A Farewell To Arms the main 
character's emotional detachment is 
slowly worn away as he falls in love, and 
then the girl dies and he gets hurt, and 
you get the feeling that's why he was 
detached in the first place. In MGS the 
plot is similar, except Meryl possibly 
doesn't die and instead they ride off 
into the sunset. The difference in 
endings is subtle but significant; 
Snake's attitude is either vindicated 

or dismissed, and that's something that 
a book could never do. It shows the 
*what if; without either outcome being 
designated as ‘if} and without the 
*what' being a radical, if ultimately 
superficial, change in outcome. 

I could just have been reading too 
much into things, of course, but Otacon 
only quotes Hemingway in the ending 
where Meryl dies. I'm pretty sure that's 
not a coincidence. 

Of course the script in Metal 
Gear Solid wasn't as well written as 
Hemingway's prose, but there's no 


First of all let me say from the get- 
go that I am not a gamer, not even 
a little bit, but I am the wife of a pretty 
serious gamer and bought an Edge 
subscription for my hubby as a gift. 

I thought I might as well see what 
my hard-earned dosh pays for every 
month so had a flick through E189. I 
have to admit I was totally lost and 
out of my depth as the subject matter 
completely went over my head and 
wasn't in the least bit of interest to 
me (nothing against the magazine but 
I'm more of a Now magazine girl, you 
understand). However, I happened upon 
Randy Smith's column and suddenly I 
was gripped. This article was clever, 
interesting and had me wishing that 
I could play the games he was 
describing; it made me think of the 
types of games that I'd like to play. I 
want to play a game where I design 
the best shoes in the world and get 
extra points for giving them magic 
properties that make the wearer more 


Had І not been studying Hemingway while playing 
Metal Gear Solid, I’m pretty sure І wouldn't have 
got as much out of the game's plot as | did 


reason it couldn't be. There's so much 
room for videogames to tighten up on 
their weaknesses. Perhaps now that Mr 
Kojima's finished with Snake, he might 
consider collaborating with someone 
like Neil Gaiman? 

Steve Munro 


attractive to the opposite sex — the 
better the shoes, the hotter the guy. I 
want to play a game where I have a giant 
wardrobe and the puzzle is to make as 
many shoes and handbags fit in it — the 
more you fit in, the more points you 
get. I want to be able to create a love 


Infinity Ward's Call Of Duty 2 was one of the better Xbox 360 launch titles, but Fraser MacInnes 
isn't the first to comment on its predictable AI. But how many of us willingly compensate for it? 


Topic: Timeless visuals 

Some games just look right, 
and short of updating them to 
HD resolutions, wouldn't need 
any messing with. Which titles 
fit this category for you? 

mr shoe uk 


Yoshi's Island (SNES) is 
still great to look at. Wind 
Waker will remain visually 
fantastic forever. 

Phil of Smeg 


Looking back through my 16bit 
catalogue, a lot of them are far 
easier on the eye than the vast 
majority of PS1 and Sega 
Saturn games. They went 3D 
and looked good at the time 
and now mostly look mind- 
bogglingly bad! 

Hulka T 


It's usually games which focus 
on strong visual design and 
gameplay which age most 
gracefully. Games based on 
pushing max polygon count 
may be impressive at the time 
of release from a tech 
standpoint but lose their 
visual punch after just a few 
years due to shifting goalposts 
and better hardware released. 
hunk 


The original Star Fox looks 
rough these days, but there's 

a beautiful streamlined 
minimalism to it that means it 
doesn't have to worry about 
competing with the games that 
are trying to look gorgeous. 
You could tart it up like Rez or 
something, but then you could 
do that to anything minimalist 
— Pong, Space Invaders, 
Asteroids (and of course Pac- 
Man CE) — so it's a moot 
argument. It's also not a 
coincidence that to think of 
other such graphically bare- 
bones games, I had to go way 
back. They're a much rarer 
breed in 3D. 

pause 


Street Fighter III. A decade 
later and still the pinnacle 
of 2D animation. Shame on 
you SNK!!! 

bogard 


Vas Christodoulou ponders why, having been 
so inclined to commit so many crimes by the 
likes of GTAIV, more young people aren't 
being influenced by other videogames 


story and get a guy and a girl to fall in 
love, immerse myself in their life story 
and be responsible for their courtship, 
fights and future. 

Who knows, if there were games 
like this, people like me who aren't 
gamers would become gamers and 
instead of watching the husband try in 
vain to kill the boss in Resident Evil 4, 
I could while away the hours myself in 
my own little game paradise. 

Anne Lowe 


Well, there's Imagine Fashion Designer 
for your shoe idea, Tetris for the 
wardrobe one (and you might also 

have some fun with Resident Evil 4's 
inventory screen), and The Sims for 
your love story. We'll send you a DS 
Lite and you can get started, right? 


Surely the furore over the 

corrupting influence of GTAIV 
and other poisonous interactive filth in 
the media recently can be brought to 
heel with one simple truth: why aren't 
there more boys wanting to become 
plumbers when they grow up? 
Vas Christodoulou 


I‘m worried about the 

politicisation of games. I don't 
mean the GTAIV/Manhunt/ BlackSite 
sideshows, either. Consider just two 
of the AAA gaming no-nos: women 
being murdered for fun, and terrorist 
controllable lead characters in a game's 
campaign modes 

Quite reasonable, I guess you'd 

say. But now think of two almost 
universal characteristics of those 
same games: they can only be 
completed by murdering hundreds 
of men who you've got no reason to 
believe have it coming, and have 
singleplayer storylines that co-opt you 
into being an American militarist 
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invading and killing in foreign states. 

Now I don't want to come out and 
say the latter characteristics are bad 
things, but the lack of balance is 
striking. BlackSite was pilloried for 
taking a ‘political’ tone despite its only 
defining characteristic being ‘not in 
support of the usual good guys’ In 
contrast, Conflict Desert Storm isn't 
‘political’ Or all the outrage over the 
brutal murders in Manhunt kind of 
sidestepping the point that you were 
always murdering men, sometimes 
mutilating them. Just imagine if the 
hunters had all been women. I'm not 
pushing Rockstar to have its next IP 
called Iranian Avenger: Death To The 
Yankie Sluts, but surely some less 
anti-male, anti-foreigner sentiment 
would freshen things up a little. 
Nick Smith 


ШЕ It never ceases to amaze me how 
» it's the little things that make me 
cry. Things that shouldn't really matter 


Topic: Making games scary 

I think game mechanics kill 
atmosphere. Encountering a 
monster more than once gives 
you a sense of familiarity, so 
the horror is gone. 
mandelbrot 78 


Familiarity though can breed 

a loathing for videogame 
critters. Especially audio cues. 
Recognising those other- 
worldly calls from, say, an 
invisible Bloodsucker in 
Stalker, and panicking just 
before it de-cloaks to rend you 
with its claws, always induces 
the right kind of horror in me. 
Blocks100 


I actually found the first time 
you meet the flood in Halo was 
done really well. The problem 
is you really have a lot of 
options at your disposal. It’s 

a skilful dev that can give a 
player lots of options and 
control and still scare ’em. 
Facewon 


but do, you know? Like for instance last 
week, when coming home from work to 
find out that the attic had been cleared 
in preparation for a loft conversion and 
my perfect Edge collection of the past 
ten years had been lumped with my 
brother’s FHM collection and dumped 
at the recycling plant like so much old 
rubbish. I mean, it’s only paper. Isn’t it? 
At least now I do have the perfect 
secluded gaming den, but lord what a 
price to have to pay. Some of those 
covers were ART, for gawd’s sake. 

And just this morning, another 
example: driving through Liberty City 
in the rain on my way to another job 
when all of a sudden the unmistakable 
bassline of 1979 by Smashing Pumpkins 
kicks in and I lose it, eyes filling up 
with unbridled joy at suddenly hearing 
my favourite song in the world at the 
most unexpected moment. Like I said, 
it’s the little things. 

On a side note I would like to add 
that І am happy little gay gamer and 


ан. IT FEELS А BIT WEIRD USING THE COMPETITIONS 


there is something strangely hot about 
Brucie. Disturbing as that may be. But 
even better than that is the mission 
where you have to set up a date over the 
internet with French Tom for a hit. If 
only I could have ended so many of my 


own gaydar experiences in the same 
way. Hilarious. Good stuff, Rockstar! 
Gareth Jones 


Of course, the downside of 1979 


finding a place in there was that we 


also found ourselves wanting Yo La 


», something off 


so on and so on, 


realised that we should shut up and 


get on with talking about games. 


Send us email (edge@futurenet.co.uk), 
but be sure to use 'Inbox' as the subject 
line. Or send a letter to this address: 
Inbox, Edge, Future Publishing, b 

30 Monmouth Street, b 
Bath BA1 2BW 
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26th ANNUAL 


Go to 
www.goldenjoystick.com 


The Golden Joystick Awards are back and bigger than ever. It’s simple: 
only the games with the most votes will make it onto the illustrious 
shortlist, so vote now to make sure your favourite is in there. 
Voting now open at www.goldenjoystick.com 


Nuts 


www.thesun.co.uk 


Next month 


Edge 191 
on sale July 3 
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